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Résumé 
Les femmes de Kinshasa, en République Démocratique du Congo, ont toujours été actives 
dans le commerce local. L’élévation de leur niveau d’études, ainsi que des circonstances 
économiques difficiles nécessitant deux salaires par famille, les poussent aujourd’hui vers de 
nouveaux métiers. Alors qu’elles deviennent plus visibles dans les sphères politiques et 
économiques, elles sont sujettes à de nouvelles formes de méfiance et d’accusation morale. 
C'est dans ce contexte que les notions de féminité et de vertu féminine sont définies 
aujourd'hui.  
Lorsque les femmes congolaises émigraient vers la ville de Léopoldville à l’ère coloniale, 
elles étaient confrontées à de nouvelles attentes sociales. Il était attendu qu’elles se 
« modernisent » et se « civilisent » tout en gardant leur rôle « traditionnel » au foyer et auprès 
de leur famille. Je voudrais démontrer que ce paradoxe continue d’influencer les 
représentations de la vertu féminine à Kinshasa aujourd'hui, notamment en établissant une 
distinction entre la femme  « vertueuse » et « non vertueuse ». Cette thèse explore les façons 
dont les femmes participent et négocient leur nouveau statut et rôle à la lumière de ce 
paradoxe.  
Plutôt que de réifier la dichotomie locale entre la femme « vertueuse » et « non vertueuse », 
j’explore les causes sous-jacentes et les résultats inattendus de ces catégorisations. Je porte 
une réflexion sur la vertu féminine comme étant construite et influencée par ce qu'on pourrait 
nommer le « triple patriarcat » alimenté par des valeurs « traditionnelles », par des initiatives 
coloniales et postcoloniales menées par l'état, ainsi que par des discours pentecôtistes. 
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J’examine d’autre part comment ces facteurs ont engendré une double contrainte, un dilemme 
en la forme d’injonctions contradictoires, encourageant les femmes à jouer simultanément des 
rôles opposés, et à devoir soigneusement gérer leur image en public. Je montre enfin que cette 
double posture des femmes alimente la méfiance entre les deux sexes, impactant sur la 
perception des femmes au travail et dans la société de manière générale, de même que les 
projections qu’en fait la culture populaire. 
Car c'est une des professions les plus visibles pour les femmes de Kinshasa, le rôle de 
danseuse de concert est très utile pour illuminer les défis auxquels ces femmes sont 
confrontées. Cette thèse fournit donc un portrait ethnographique des danseuses, et se penche 
sur leur statut d’objets publics de désir afin de révéler la façon dont leur visibilité met en 
évidence les conceptions locales de la liberté, du pouvoir et de la féminité. 
 
 
 
Mots-clés : Femmes, Kinshasa, RDC, vertu, travaille, culture populaire, danse, visibilité, 
espace publique, rôles des sexes. 
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Abstract 
 
While women in Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo have historically participated 
in commerce at the local level, with an increase in higher education levels, and with dire 
economic circumstances necessitating putting additional pressure on already limited family 
incomes, women are increasingly entering new professions. In so doing, and as they become 
more visible in political and economic spheres, women are subjected new forms of moral 
suspicion. It is within this context that notions of femininity and female virtue in Kinshasa 
continue to be redefined. 
Historically, as Congolese women migrated to the city of Léopoldville, they were 
confronted with new demands to become “modern” and “civilized” they were also expected to 
remain “traditional” by staying home and tending to their families. I suggest that these binaries 
continue to inform conceptions of female virtue in Kinshasa today, namely in the form a 
distinction between “virtuous” and “non-virtuous” women, and this thesis explores the ways in 
which women actively negotiate new gender roles and expectations influenced by such binaries.  
Rather than of falling into the trap of the local dichotomy drawn between “virtuous” and 
“non-virtuous” women, I focus on the underlying causes and the unexpected outcomes of these 
local categories. I discuss how notions of female virtue have been shaped and influenced by what 
can be referred to as a “triple patriarchy,” consisting of “traditional” values, colonial and post-
colonial state-led initiatives, and Christian Pentecostal discourse. I also examine how these 
factors have engendered new perceptions of female virtue that put women in a position of double 
bind, having to carefully manage impressions of themselves in public. Further, I show how this 
kind of impression management fuels problems of trust between and across the genders, 
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ultimately impacting perceptions of women in the workplace and in society more generally 
through the performance of popular culture.   Because it is one of the most visible occupations 
among women in Kinshasa, the role of the popular concert danseuse is useful in illuminating the 
new challenges faced by women in Kinshasa. As such, this dissertation provides an ethnographic 
account of danseuses, their particular status as public objects of desire, and how this visibility 
comes to bear on local notions of freedom, power and femininity.  
 
Keywords : Women, Kinshasa, DRC, virtue, work, popular culture, dance, visibility, public 
sphere, gender dynamics. 
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Introduction 
 
Within my first week in Kinshasa, I found myself in an open-air neighbourhood bar, 
drinking beer and talking about boyfriend problems with a small group of women. A man in 
his thirties walking along the makeshift sidewalk next to the bar, looked at our table and the 
beer bottles on it, and muttered something under his breath. One of the women at my table 
shouted to him “tu es complexé, ou quoi?!” Another woman began to tell me that in Kinshasa, 
everyone has an opinion, and that I should pay no attention. When I inquired about what the 
man had actually said, I did not get a straight answer. Instead my companions launched into a 
debate about what it meant to be a “serious woman.” The episode at the bar sets the scene for 
discussing some of the current tensions in Kinshasa regarding women, public perceptions of 
their visibility, and notions of female virtue. Throughout the course of my fieldwork, I wanted 
to arrive at a deeper understanding of what it means to be a virtuous woman in Kinshasa: how 
is the ideal of “virtue” constituted, and what are its sources? Further, how is it performed and 
negotiated? Was a woman’s virtue merely an abstract notion, or something that could be 
realistically achieved? 
A woman’s virtue is a frequent topic of conversation in Kinshasa, and not only among 
men, but particularly among women. It was remarkable to hear the number of instances when, 
in conversation, a woman was either referred to as “serious” or “not serious”––“Elle n’est pas 
sérieuse” or, “elle est moins sérieuse.” In Congolese French, une femme sérieuse, or non- 
sérieuse, speaks specifically to a larger idea of female virtue relating to local ideas of 
appropriate and inappropriate behaviour. Language surrounding female virtue is also 
manifested in Kinshasa’s urban landscape with shop signs throughout the city referencing 
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Biblical proverbs about female virtue. One example is La Femme Vertueuse, a chain of stores 
selling housewares, and La Femme Sage, a common name for small dressmakers’ shops. In 
addition to signage, popular literature sold in Catholic bookstores—such as children’s picture 
books and novellas—feature stories extolling female virtue. 
  
 
Figure 1.1 Store Front (photo by author)  
  
In addition to being referred to as “not serious,” women are often criticized for s’exposer en 
publiqe. In Kinshasa, the notion of female virtue is clearly linked to the idea of visibility, and 
in my time there, I noted repeated instances in which women working in the public sphere 
were referred to as being “exposed.” What is less clear, however, is exactly how these two 
notions are linked. One factor that hinders an understanding of “exposure” in Kinshasa is the 
fact that the categories of public and private are fluid, and not strictly demarcated (De Boeck 
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& Plissart 2004). Throughout this dissertation I will consider some of the contexts and spaces 
in which the dichotomy of public and private becomes more ambiguous, allowing women 
more mobility to negotiate their impressions. In other words, I am not interested in identifying 
which women are virtuous and those who are not, but rather, how virtue is performed. 
Kinshasa has been referred to une ville spectacle. In recent years, the media has 
latched on to the cultural phenomenon of sapeurs, what they call “African dandies” who 
parade the streets in designer clothing. Indeed one can notice sapeurs in most neighborhoods 
of the city, however, civic flaneurie is not defined by this local sub-culture. A local taxi man 
named Dieuxdonné proudly told me that Kinois (people from Kinshasa) are the best 
performers around: 
 
Everything is a performance here in this city, everyone loves to be seen. Men, 
women, everyone. You see that woman walking down the street in her dress, she 
knows what she’s doing—she’s trying to attract attention. Just look at the way 
she sways her hips. Performance is what makes this city especially “chaud” or 
hot, but it can get very tiring. Sometimes, I just want to relax and not deal with 
people and their games and spectacles—their drama. 
 
  
 Performance, then for many people is to be expected when they leave their homes to go to 
work everyday—it is a way of life and it is what in part defines Kinshasa as a city as well as 
shapes the ethos of kinoiserie, a notion I will later elaborate. Indeed being noticed is an 
important part of life in this city—sometimes it is a survival tactic in so far as being noticed 
can secure a job or help sell merchandise. For women, being noticed also has real 
disadvantages, something I will discuss in greater detail later. 
In this dissertation I explore how new forms of public visibility within the workforce 
influence notions of female virtue, as well as the ways in which women in Kinshasa negotiate 
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and manage perceptions of themselves in relation to the female ideal. In particular, I examine 
the role of the professional concert dancer, or danseuse, within her band and within Kinois 
society as a way of understanding how virtue is performed, and how, despite popular 
discourse, notions of morality are in fact mutable and context dependent. Despite the 
popularity of concert dancing, danseuses are considered by many Kinois as women of ill 
repute. Herein lies the paradox: while popular dancing in Kinshasa is ubiquitous and 
considered an integral part of feminine identity, concert dancing is nevertheless stigmatized. 
In this way, popular dance reveals a politics of appropriateness that is context-dependent 
(Heath 1994). I will examine how popular concert dance is both paradoxically celebrated and 
condemned by kinois society, and how this conflicted reading has an impact on the danseuse. 
I will argue that because the danseuse performs a highly visible job, she embodies and 
performs some of tensions that confront most women in Kinois society.  
  The following sections introduce literature as well as important concepts that will lay 
the groundwork for the material appearing in the subsequent chapters. At the end of this 
chapter I will give an overview of the overall structure of this dissertation. 
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Feminist Scholarship 
 
Women in Kinshasa are increasingly visible in political and economic spheres. And 
while women have always participated in commerce at a local level (as with market vending), 
they are increasingly in a position to become doctors, transnational traders, journalists, 
bankers, lawyers, politicians, entertainers, and pastors. Language about female 
“emancipation” has entered into Kinshasa’s popular culture. One early example of this is the 
classic 1950s song Boma Heure by Franco, which includes the lyric: l’emancipation de la 
femme Congolaise. This song further popularized the word l’emancipation as associated with 
women’s struggles.  Other more contemporary examples include Mpongo Love’s song from 
1982 entitled Femme Commerçante in which the singer chronicles new social positions for 
women who must find a way to get by without a husband by their side. In fact, songs abound 
with lyrics about the plight of women, often sparking casual debates among people. March 
8th’s International Woman’s Day or, Journée de la Femme, is heavily promoted and 
celebrated in Kinshasa. Television programs such as L’apport de la Femme Dans la Societé or 
Femme and Visions de la Femme present roundtable discussions about women’s rights. I met 
several people working for local and international NGOs in which women’s issues are central 
to their mandates. Indeed, gender in Congo has become a political agenda for many 
humanitarian programs and this increased attention has registered throughout the public 
sphere and media landscape in Kinshasa. From popular international media to humanitarian 
rhetoric, there is an acute impression when one travels to the DRC that Congolese women 
need “saving.” International media portrays DRC as the “rape capital of the world, where 
women are brutally oppressed” but the material in this thesis will not be focused on 
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representations of victimized Congolese women. Indeed war rages on in the east, and 
atrocities against women continue in refugee camps. However, Kinshasa is a world unto itself, 
one that is very far away from the conflict in the east of the Congo that has claimed millions 
of lives. While one does not ‘feel’ the climate of war in Kinshasa, people are nevertheless 
aware of strife in their country. Television, radio, newspapers, and most recently online blogs 
based in Europe keep people informed daily of new developments in the East. Local and 
international media accounts about the DRC tends to be dominated by morbid accounts of 
killings and rapes––there are several television shows on national television devoted to solely 
addressing women’s issues and the situation in the East. In this sense, popular attitudes 
concerning women are largely informed by UN and non-governmental organizations. A new 
discourse concerning women, namely the role and treatment of women in African societies 
has emerged over the past decade, which can in part be attributed to the presence of NGOs 
whose mandates relate to ‘women and development.’  
Critiques concerning Western feminist approaches to anthropology, such as those 
presented by Chandra Talpade Mohanty, suggest that the Western dichotomy between self 
and other contributes to a certain degree of ‘othering’ of Third World women: 
 
It is only insofar as ‘Woman/Women’ and ‘the East’ are defined as Others, or 
as peripheral, that (Western) Man/Humanism can represent him/itself as the 
center. It is not the center that determines the periphery, but the periphery that, 
in its boundedness, determines the center. [...] Universal images of ‘the Third 
World woman’ (the veiled woman, chaste virgin etc.)—images constructed 
from adding ‘the Third World difference’ to ‘sexual difference’—are 
predicated upon (and hence obviously bringing into sharper focus) assumptions 
about Western women as secular, liberated, and having control over their own 
lives” (Mohanty 1991:74). 
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As Abu-Lughod argues, scholarly representations of African women range from victim to 
heroine depending on Western feminist waves of thought (Abu-Lughod 1990). I am not 
interested in painting a romantic portrait of African women as resistant or resiliant, nor do I 
strive to tell a tale of oppression. Instead I present an analysis of the freedom (albeit limited) 
associated with positions of marginality that can illuminate certain social attitudes (in this 
case, those associated with gender-based identity and gender dynamics). 
In Moments of Freedom, Fabian proposes an analysis of intellectual discourse 
concerning the notion of freedom, and the early tensions between Enlightenment and 
Romantic philosophers. Freedom was conceived of as a perquisite for “emancipated citizens 
to exercise their faculties of reason and moral choice” (Fabian 1998:18) but also for 
expressing oneself creatively. A preoccupation of Western thought, “freedom” is presented as 
a universal concept. Associated with the bourgeois subject, it has found its way into the 
humanist tradition of anthropology. Thus, freedom has come to be thought of in terms of the 
individual and culture with the collective (1998: 19). Fabian argues that this dichotomy is 
unnecessary, and that freedom can also stem from culture. In contexts where individual 
freedom is restricted, culture can sometimes provide a means for expressing a collective 
freedom through channels of popular culture. Fabian reminds us not to fall into the pitfalls of 
romanticizing popular culture by believing that it is in itself liberating. However, the power to 
transform one’s life experience into a creative expression opens up a space for the “potential.” 
Put simply, for Fabian, freedom comes in moments, rather than in a continuous, stable flow 
(ibid: 19). It is in this light that I present the concert danseuse. I contend that popular culture 
in Kinshasa, originally spawned from repressive institutions, is being challenged in fleeting 
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moments from within. These fleeting moments are expressed in the dance choreographies of 
the lowest performer within a band’s ranks—the danseuse. What she expresses in her dance, 
as well as what she embodies, reveals some of the gender issues that affect all Kinois 
 
 
Sexuality and the Gift Economy 
 
Literature addressing gender issues and feminine morality in Africa range from 
historical analyses of colonial policies impacting gender reconfigurations (Hunt 1997; 
Hodgson and McCurdy 2001; White 1990) to studies that position women as economic agents 
(Paulme 1963; Boserup 1970; Hafkin and Bay 1976; Wright 1975; Bledsoe 1980; Guyer 
1991; MacGaffey 1991; Schroeder 1996). Hodgson and McCurdy’s 2001 edited collection 
Wicked Women and the Reconfiguration of Gender in Africa focuses on the agency of women 
subjected to colonial policies—policies that imposed new concepts of “immoral” and 
“respectable” female behaviour. 
New anthropological research challenges Western feminist theory espoused by 
theorists like Butler (1988) and Moore (1994), and advances new entry points into thinking 
about power and sexual politics in Africa (Cornwall 2004). Further, there is a large body of 
scholarship addressing the ways in which women are agents of their own sexuality (Cole 
2010; Kaufman and Stavrou 2004; Leclerc-Madlala 2003; Mills and Ssewakiryanga 2005; 
Newell 2009). For instance, in Tanzania and Botswana, Helle-Valle (1999) observes how 
women increasingly dictate and negotiate the terms of their extra-marital sexual relationships. 
Other scholars have shown that many young women in urban Africa are increasingly delaying 
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marriage (Calvès 2007), instead opting to remain more independent, assuming the often 
morally risky position of extramarital girlfriend, or informal second wife.   
Contrary to Western sexual mores and notions of romantic love, in many parts of 
Africa, practices of reciprocity within romantic courtship, such as sex in exchange for gifts of 
money, are the norm (Helle-Valle 1999; Cole 2010). Some scholars have described some of 
the nuances within romantic relationships: 
 
In their pursuit for self-fulfilment and economic independence, they [women] 
become dependent on another type of attachment to men. In spite of ‘modern’ 
romantic ideals of partnership and intimacy, and in spite of the women’s own 
dreams of one day meeting ‘the right one’, they tend to choose well-settled, 
generous, married men, so-called ‘sugar daddies’, rather than young and 
penniless ones, referring to their male partners as their ‘project’, ‘business’ or 
‘donor’ (Arnfred 2004: 24). 
  
 
There is a general consensus among scholars that what is increasingly referred to as 
“transactional sex” is something that is distinguishable from prostitution, in part because 
women who engage in transactional sex do not self-identify as sex workers (Rebhun 1999; 
Arnfred 2004; Hunter 2007). This research focuses on women’s choice to engage in 
transactional sex as part of an economic strategy in a context of unequal playing fields 
(Bledsoe 1990; Cornwall 2002; Cole 2010; Kaufman and Stavrou 2004; Leclerc-Madlala 
2003; Mills and Ssewakiryanga 2005; Newell 2009). Furthermore, a number of scholars have 
argued that transactional sex––sexual favours given in exchange for money or gifts––does not 
carry the same stigma as it does in Western societies (Dinnan 1977; Hunter 2002; Wojcicki 
2002; Chernoff 2003; Cole 2004; Luke 2003; Maganja 2007; Newell 2009; Swidler and 
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Watkins 2007; Fouquet 2007).  In Kinshasa, social networks are vital to people’s survival, 
(Coleman 1988; De Graaf & Flap 1988; McGaffey & Bazenguissa-Ganga 2000; Thiriat 1999) 
and a person’s social capital is dependent on favors and the local gift economy. This research 
highlights the agency that women have in dictating the terms of their relationships, as well as 
their tactics in surviving in different, often precarious economic contexts. 
I want to contribute to this discussion by showing that there is a growing stigma 
associated with transactional sex in Kinshasa—a stigma that affects women’s participation in 
the workplace. I explore the impact of transactional sex on emerging modes of employment 
for women. Put simply, my research observations show that moral criticism and suspicion 
directed at women is linked to male concerns about the nature of transactional sex. In 
Kinshasa, a man’s sexual desirability is linked to social status and personal success (La 
Fontaine 1974). The more successful the man, the more likely he is to find sexual partners. 
Despite Christian discourse denouncing variations of polyandry as sinful, having multiple 
lovers is viewed not only as a sign of a man’s virility but also of his status, as it suggests that 
he has enough resources to support several women at once (Cole & Thomas 2009:26). 
  
Women and Work 
 
Research by Pittin (1983) and Cooper (1995) about courtesans in Niger and Nigeria 
advances that unmarried women are in a position to seize new opportunities that are not 
accessible to “respectable” married women. This can be extended to contemporary Kinshasa, 
where some professions are not perceived as acceptable work for a married woman. Here too, 
unmarried women have access to certain opportunities that married women do not. 
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Nevertheless, I suggest that women who work in certain domains are considered less 
respectable, and are even morally criticized as being “not serious.” As a result, the majority of 
women engaged in entrepreneurial activities encounter great difficulty in finding a marriage 
partner. Specifically, I show that men are less inclined to trust women working in highly 
visible employment positions. Dominant moral discourse about women’s virtue is central to 
my discussion about the ways in which women’s work affects their romantic relationships. 
The concept of double patriarchy as outlined by Janet MaGaffey is helpful in understanding 
some of the gender negotiations taking place within structures of inequality. 
 
Gender conflicts are mediated by moral discourse elaborated in the process of 
forging ‘the double patriarchy’ that resulted from the combined forces of 
colonial institutions and pseudo-traditions re-invented by the male chiefs and 
elders collaborating with the ‘holy trinity’ of state, church, and monopoly firms 
(MacGaffey 1971: 150). 
 
  
Many of the justifications I encountered with regards to criticism directed at women and their 
alleged immorality stemmed from what Kinois referred to as ‘traditional’ African values. But 
as new forms of labour continue to open up to women in Kinshasa, new debates emerge 
regarding gender roles. As Sally Cole states in her monograph about women in a northern 
Portuguese fishing village, “the work which women do is related to the gender images in 
societies, and as women’s work changes, so do gender ideologies” (Cole 1991: xiv).  
Jane Guyer’s work Family and Farm in Southern Cameroon (1984) examines the 
division of labour in agriculture among the Beti in Southern Cameroon. Guyer argues that as 
marriage patterns changed in this rural context, women, both married and unmarried, 
nevertheless continued to provide for themselves and their children through traditional 
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farming practices. Other researchers have highlighted situations in which economic 
independence can give rise to greater female authority within a marriage and the domestic 
sphere (Bledsoe 1980; MacGaffey 1988). My findings suggest that Kinois men prefer to date 
or marry a woman who does not occupy what is referred to as a “un emploi publique.” 
Depending on their financial position, when a husband is wealthy enough to support his 
household1, it is common that he forbids his wife to work (Hansen 1987; Vidal 1991). To 
better understand the relationship between women’s work and gender dynamics, following 
Mamadou Diouf, I examine some of the jobs considered to be highly visible in Kinshasa’s 
public sphere. 
 
Just as men are no longer expected to be the sole economic providers for the 
family, they are no longer the sole authority. This transformation, in turn, has 
made women more visible in the public sphere, a development that has been 
influenced by the globalization of desires and expectations (Diouf 2003: 2). 
  
 
The Body 
 
The body is a site where constructions of the sacred and profane are readily apparent, 
and where boundaries are delineated between cultural groups or individuals (Douglas 1970). 
Dancing is a learned social activity, rather than an inherent “natural” trait.  DeFrantz (2002) 
echoes this in his attempt to debunk the myth that Africans are natural dancers. Following the 
                                                
1 Contrary to the ways in which some economists approach researching household finances, anthropologists note 
that households in Kinshasa are often not separate independent units. MacGaffey (1983) observes that lineages, 
either matrilineal or patrilineal, contribute to the socio-economic family unit. However scholars like Mianda 
(1997) discuss the ways in which lineage customary practices regarding heritage and property ownership is being 
eroded.  
2 While I focus on early and late colonial persiods, to be sure, contact with Christian missionaries and Europeans 
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lead of Marcel Mauss (1923), he acknowledges that knowledge involving “techniques of the 
body” is passed from one individual or one group to another. Nancy Scheper-Hughes and 
Margaret Lock (1996) devised a model that categorizes the body into three parts to identify 
the way in which the body interacts with society on different levels: social, individual, and 
political. Their analysis of the “body politic” echoes much of what Foucault (1988) advanced 
about the control and regulation of the body. These theories can be extended to an 
understanding of the ways in which social norms are bound up in a dancer’s body. One 
example is in the strict regulation of the body’s physicality in compliance with an image such 
as that of the traditional ballerina. While bodies are both a source of power discourses as well 
as their product, in that through bodily activity, discourses and institutions are manifested, the 
body also wields considerable agency. “Dancing seems to be a special mode of bodily 
behaviour which enables dancers to be more reflexively conscious than usual of their bodies. 
In dancing, the performer is not only aware that he has a body but also that he is a body” 
(Erlmann 1996: 183).  Dancing produces signs as well as social experience itself (Blacking 
1985; Cowan 1990; Erlmann 1996). 
For Randy Martin (1990), the body is not only shaped by domination, it is also a site 
of resistance, an idea that runs contrary to what Foucault advances (1988). Popular concert 
music in Kinshasa is symbolic of a new urban identity after colonialism and long-standing 
brutal dictatorship (White 2008). T.K. Biaya argues that the bodies of African youth are both 
at the forefront and on the margins of mainstream socio-cultural production, opening up new 
possibilities that challenge restrictions, and shedding light on the contradictions of colonial 
and postcolonial models of marginality (Biaya 2005: 11). 
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Performance and Gender 
 
Rather than talking about culture as a kind of fixed entity or organic whole, popular 
culture enables us to better understand human praxis as a process (Bauman 1973; Fabian 
1998). Furthermore, popular culture in African urban settings reveals socio-political and 
economic tensions that are not visible in other contexts (Fabian 1998; Biaya 1999; White 
2008). Studies in this field have examined fashion, theater, television, and music (Barber 
1997; Gondola 1999; Askew 2002; Pype 2007).  Until recently, however, popular dance has 
remained surprisingly absent from this emerging literature. The principal, if not sole subjects 
of the literature on popular culture in Africa have been young men, who play particular roles 
as producers and consumers of popular culture. The participation of young urban women in 
popular cultural production is typically overlooked and undervalued. While young women’s 
participation in popular culture has not been studied, my field research demonstrates that 
dance is a context in which women are actively participating in the production of popular 
culture but also of social and sexual meaning. This visibility fuels debates not only about 
youth, but also about gender-based identity and morality. Professional concert dance in 
Kinshasa emerged in the 1980s, becoming a new form of employment for women. I focus on 
the profession of danseuse, not only because it is highly gendered, but because it is considered 
to be the most visible job a woman can have in Kinshasa.  
Helene Neveu-Kringelback discusses certain aspects of feminine morality as 
manifested through dance in Senegal. She highlights the agency of young people in 
challenging Islamic authority as well as the ways in which “the body” evades control. I build 
on this discussion and address the complex set of moral issues that are made apparent in 
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popular forms of dance—specifically, what the moral stigma associated with the concert 
danseuse reveals about women as actors who are increasingly present and visible in the urban 
workforce. In her article, The Politics of Appropriateness and Appropriation: 
Recontextualizing Women’s Dance in Urban Senegal, Deborah Heath examines the link 
between gender politics and dance: 
 
Women’s dance and the associated process of signification and legitimization 
constitute one such resource in the political economy of meaning in northern 
Senegalese cities. Dance is an activity framed in contrast to everyday 
practice—dance, to use the formulation of Bauman and Briggs (1990), as 
text— becomes a resource, put to various, often contradictory uses in the 
production of meaning and power (1994: 89). 
  
 
Following Heath, instead of focusing on the choreographic features of popular dance, I 
explore the relationship between the concert danseuse and cultural hegemony. 
Wendy James explains that, “what can be said in language does not fully match all 
that is going on in life” (2003:93). Similarly, Howell discusses that the values reflected by a 
“larger metaphysical whole” sometimes do not correspond with people’s actual behaviour and 
practices (Howell 1997: 4). Likewise, I suggest that the concert danseuse can help disentangle 
the differences between the moral discourse and what is actually practiced. However, dance, 
when framed as an event, can take the everyday and render it visible. In addition to analysing 
dance events, I also examine danseuses as social actors in the larger society and analyze what 
their performance reveals about female virtue and gender dynamics. 
Binaries established between “good” and “bad” women or between “public” and 
private” are challenged by the danseuse in so far as she reveals Kinois’ paradoxical 
  
 
16 
relationship with concert dancing, and more broadly speaking, with public visibility and 
exposure. Despite the popularity of concert dancing, danseuses are considered by many 
Kinois as women of ill repute or “loose morals.” Since dancing in Kinshasa is ubiquitous and 
considered integral to a woman’s femininity, popular dance reveals a politics of 
appropriateness which is context-dependent and thus reveals a complex interplay of 
hegemonic forces (Heath 1994). 
 The literature of African Studies has focused on the many ways in which African 
subjects are agentive actors, sometimes employing “weapons of the weak” to resist colonial 
and neo-colonial forces (Scott 1985; Barber 1997). In terms of women, as I have shown, 
much literature focuses on the agency associated with transactional sex in both colonial and 
post-colonial contexts. In addition to the predilection toward identifying agency, some 
anthropologists have described Africa, particularly Congo, as “apocalyptic” (De Boeck 2004). 
Other literature draws from Goffman’s concept of impression management, consequently 
presenting people as being driven by a strategic drive to survive through the management of 
impressions. People are celebrated for employing tactics such as “bluffing,” or faking in order 
to influence the opinions engendered by social dynamics and constraints. In this dissertation, I 
interpret informants’ stories in a way that attempts to move beyond celebrating the agency of 
actors who set out to “get a leg up” in an African mega-city. In my analysis of women in the 
work sphere, I show how women are confronted with tense social relations that put them in a 
position of double bind. Drawing from Gregory Bateson’s notion of the double bind (1956), I 
explore some of the challenges that women face in terms of mixed messages as they relate to 
notions of virtue. The concept of the double bind was first presented in a joint article by 
Bateson and the Palo Alto School entitled “Toward a Theory of Schizophrenia.” It examines 
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the ways in which two or more messages can sometimes qualify each other to produce 
paradoxes. Bateson’s concept of the double bind, as discussed by Winkin (2008), has been 
applied to psychiatry, humour, art, and to state institutions—such as in Bourdieu’s structural 
analysis in La Misère Du Monde (1993). In the context of Kinshasa, dominant discourse 
dictates what a virtuous woman should not do, but given different types of social and 
economic constraints, it becomes impossible for women to fulfill or achieve what is expected 
of them. In other words, women are contending with structural contradictions—with several 
messages at once—and are therefore caught in a kind of double bind. This is something that 
will be further elaborated on throughout this dissertation.  
 
Plan of the Dissertation 
  
In the first chapter of this dissertation I discuss some of the historical underpinnings 
that have contributed to shaping contemporary gender dynamics in Kinshasa. Emic notions of 
female virtue have been influenced by many factors. These include the emergence of the 
modern city in tandem with the creation of a new musical genre, as well as colonial factors 
and policies that stipulated that women choose between either identifying themselves as 
married or single. More specifically, I examine the new roles created for women in 
Léopoldville’s nightlife and how these continue to inform contemporary gender relations in 
Kinshasa.  
In Chapter Two, I outline the research methods employed during my fieldwork, as 
well as the various groups of people with which I decided to conduct research throughout my 
fieldwork. Collaborative ethnography was one of the approaches I took in analyzing music 
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videos and my own video recodings. In addition, I describe how I became involved in a 
popular band as a danseuse and how this enabled me to build rapport with my informants, as 
well as experience first hand the creative process of developing concert choreography. 
Chapter Three provides some initial background for understanding shifting norms of 
femininity, and how women navigate between the binaries set up by popular discourse. This 
chapter describes some of the different contexts where we find dance in Kinshasa, such as 
popular concerts, wakes, end of school-year parties, household birthday parties, and church 
services. An examination of how women learn to dance underlines the paradoxical attitudes 
toward danseuses in particular and toward ideals of femininity in general.  
Chapter Four, “A Virtuous Performance,” is a theoretical analysis of local 
conceptions of virtue espoused by a hegemonic discourse—one that has been shaped by 
traditional, colonial, and state-based values. This chapter lays the foundation for 
understanding binaries between “good” and “bad” women, femme marriée and femme 
libre, as well as how these categories are negotiated by women. I examine some of the 
signs and symbols that contribute to local understandings of what makes a woman 
“serious,” and explore how women deploy strategies of impression management in order 
to adhere to certain feminine norms. 
Chapter Five, “Temptress: Mixed Messages and Double Binds,” introduces certain 
concepts that are crucial to an understanding of female virtue in Kinshasa, such as 
débrouillardisme and transactional sex. I suggest that, contrary to Western conceptions of 
romantic love, in Kinshasa love and money are deeply intertwined. I show how economic 
instability has engendered new anxieties about gender identity and about dynamics 
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complex relationship between love and money impacts the way women are perceived in 
the work sphere. I challenge some of the assumptions made by many scholars about 
transactional sex, and reveal some of the anxieties arising from this connection between 
romantic relationships and economics. In addition, I examine how the backdrop of 
Pentecostalism in Kinshasa has contributed to the stigmatization of single women. 
In Chapter Six, “Center Stage but at the Margins” I examine the legacy of the 
ndumba, or femme libre, and how this figure remains an integral part of nightlife in 
Kinshasa. Drawing parallels between the ndumba and the danseuse, I show how men rely 
on such women for entertainment and mobilize resources through women to assert 
legitimacy in the context of nightlife leisure. Throughout the chapter, I use the figure of 
the danseuse as a lens with which to understand the ideals of virtue that the danseuse 
transgresses. Because she “exposes” herself to the public to satisfy male desires, I 
examine what the danseuse reveals about relationship between female virtue and 
exposure, and about people’s anxieties concerning débrouillardisme. In Chapter Seven, 
“Working Women in Public” I describe several new modes of employment for women, 
such as money-changing, journalism, and politics. In addition to these so called “risky” 
jobs for women, other activities, such as participation in mozikis (rotating credit 
associations) or mama nzango teams contribute to popular perceptions about appropriate 
feminine behaviour. I analyse some key concepts like encadrement (supervision) as it 
relates to women’s virtue, and discuss some of the ways in which a woman’s virtue is 
sometimes perceived to be compromised when she seeks “protection” from male 
encadrement. I also explore the threat that a woman’s social network outside of her kin 
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poses to men, as well as how a women’s participation in the economic sphere motivates 
distrust between the genders. 
In the final chapter, “Trading Virtue for Virtuosity” I interpret gender dynamics in 
terms of an analysis of popular concert culture. The hegemonic discourse concerning 
female morality in Kinshasa can be understood by examining the role of the danseuse. I 
suggest that, while the danseuse is in many ways vulnerable, she wields a particular kind 
of influence or power, if only at the level of interpersonal interactions in particular 
contexts (for example during the context of performance). The very uneasiness that she 
inspires through her visibility is part of this influence. 
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Chapter 1 
A Brief History of Women in the City 
 
 
In cities, people are often able to “try things on for size,” and to experiment with 
different ways of being. The city then becomes a space for individuals to envision new 
identities and new forms of social mobility (Askew 2002; Simone 2004). “Cities as a whole 
can be understood as sites upon which an urban(e) citizenry, a practice of everyday life, 
performs its collective memory, imagination and aspiration, performing in a sense of self both 
to itself and beyond” (Makeham 2005: 152). This chapter examines some of the ways in 
which the city of Léopoldville during the mid 20th Century offered a kind of refuge for 
African women seeking a new, modern way of life. I also show how the Belgian institutions 
of state, church and commerce came to bear upon gender dynamics and shaped perceptions 
and treatment of unmarried women, known as femmes libres. Anthropologist Karen Hansen 
aptly states “Gender roles are not given, they are made. Their construction depends on a 
complex interweaving of cultural factors and social practices with economic forces and 
questions of power” (1989: 5). In the context of colonial Léopoldville, the construction of 
such gender roles has much to do with the trinity of church, state and commerce. In his 
seminal work, The Politics in Congo, Young elucidates how the colonial trinity impacted all 
realms of society:  
 
Through the combined efforts of bureaucracy, capital, and Church, each of 
which fashioned a formidable organizational structure in its own centre of 
activity, a remarkable colonial system was constructed, unparalleled in the 
depth of its penetration into the African societies upon which it was 
superimposed and in the breadth of its control of nearly the whole spectrum of 
human activity (Young 1965:32). 
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The colonial system ushered in an era of social change  but Africans were not always passive 
victims of their circumstances. In the context of the former Belgian Congo, Africans often 
“made noise” (Hunt 1991) and directed some of these changes with the impact of influencing 
certain aspects of social and colonial policy. Before turning to discussions about women in the 
colonial city, I offer a brief examination of some of the early mechanisms of control that were 
put into place during pre-colonial activities in the Congo basin region.  
 
 
Christianity in Léopoldville 
 
Prior to the establishment of a Belgian colonial administration, commercial trading 
and Christian proselytizing were introduced to parts of the Congo basin region. Experiences 
between Africans and the West were uneven, varying enormously from one region to the next. 
Stanley, King Leopold II’s first envoy to the Congo basin region, set up a trading post in 
1881. In the late nineteenth century, the region would become a spiritual battleground, with 
Catholic and Protestant missionaries fighting over African souls (Slade 1962: 142). 
Concurrently, the King was intent on sending Belgian Jesuit missionaries to annex this 
territory, an area that would later be named Congo Independent State (ibid. 146). By 1888, 
King Leopold II had established permanent Catholic bases throughout the region run by 
Jesuits, Trappists, and Scheut missions among others. Missionaries evangelized throughout 
the region in a manner similar to what Jan Vansina describes as corporate sales (Vansina 
2010: 273). King Leopold II encouraged Catholic missionaries to “civilize” his new subjects, 
especially those in the newly formed city of Léopoldville (Vansina 2010). As missionaries 
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began Christianizing the masses, new moral forms and orientations were introduced to the 
region, even though a Western presence dates back to a much earlier period.2 During this 
early colonial period, the eradication of polygamy was at the top of most of the missions’ 
agendas, and all ceremonial practices that appeared remotely sexual in nature were 
stigmatized (Comhaire-Sylvain 1968; La Fontaine 1970). Christian morals and values dating 
back to the Victorian era characterized the ideology espoused by colonial authorities during 
this period as well as by zealous missionaries who maintained a strong presence in the Congo. 
Inevitably, this ideology impacted all realms of society, including gender relations.   
Covington-Ward has done important research to show how dancing bodies became a 
source of conflict and tension in colonial Congo. She highlights the hostility and disdain 
towards indigenous dances was acute among Christian missionaries, particularly among 
Protestant missionaries who strictly forbade dancing altogether. At a missionary conference in 
1894, a resolution was passed stating that:  
 
Old customs, habits and conceptions, such as dance, all forms of idolater feasts, 
hair cutting feasts, funeral feasts, gun-salutes and wailing for the deceased, 
together with the drinking of palm-wine at such feasts, and at palavers, should 
be vigorously opposed and exterminated (quoted in Covington-Ward 2007: 91).  
 
Christian-trained Congolese teachers and priests also began to denounce dancing as immoral; 
one teacher in the early 1900s, Yoane Nlamba, described certain traditional village dances as 
“accompanied by immoral orgies” (ibid. 91). Another teacher stated, “The women of long ago 
really loved dancing. But certain dances were very much shameful” (ibid. 91). Polygamy and 
                                                
2 While I focus on early and late colonial persiods, to be sure, contact with Christian missionaries and Europeans 
occurred earlier in history. See Martin Thornton, 2007. 
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pre-marital sex were especially condemned as immoral, and missionaries sought to establish 
norms concerning monogamy (Yates 1980). In fact, missionaries saw the initial outlawing of 
polygamy as something that would benefit women “a healthy comforting morality, which 
among other things, gives to the woman her situation in nature. Polygamy will be replaced by 
the Christian family with all the rights that it confers” (Devos 1904: 349). Colonial attitudes 
toward dancing persisted and continued to influence Congolese teachers and community 
leaders well into the 20th century, something I will explore later in this thesis.  
 
From the Congo Independent State to the Belgian Congo 
 
Adam Hochschild’s King Leopold’s Ghost popular historiography of the atrocities that 
occurred during the period of the Congo Independent State (Etat Indépendent du Congo) gives 
a detailed account of the atrocities that began following the Berlin Conference in 1885. After 
international media made public the slave labour and resource exploitation of King Leopold 
II’s rule, the King bowed to pressure, and the “Congo Free State” was made into a formal 
Belgian colony, rather than a private royal holding. This era of formal colonization lasted 
from 1908 until its independence in 1960. The state—now led by the Belgian government 
rather than by the King—was one branch of the colonial trinity. According to Young, the 
Belgian Congo was a unique African colony because the penetration of state, church and 
capital ran so deep. In contrast to many other African colonies, Congolese living under the 
Belgians were not permitted to assume positions higher than a clerk level within the colonial 
administration (Young 1965). While the widespread torture and terrorism conducted against 
Congolese labourers had for the most part been eradicated, new efforts to effectively 
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maximize the extraction of resources from the region were implemented by the Belgian 
administration. Congolese labourers were brought to the city on a temporary basis for mining 
and other industrial activities. Léopoldville between 1908 and 1945 was a kind of temporary 
labour camp for migrant men. European state workers were also not permitted to have their 
wives live with them. Thus, Léopoldville was enforced as a “male bastion” (Hunt 1999). 
Nancy Rose Hunt describes a scenario in the colonies in which men, both European 
and Congolese, were falling ill from syphilis, which, according to one colonial doctor, was a 
result of “infrequent and fragile” romantic relations (Hunt 1999: 115). Without family 
networks, a situation emerged where groups of African labourers lived together in very close 
quarters, perhaps in less ideal conditions in terms of hygiene, while competing with their 
white supervisors for the attention of African prostitutes (Conseil Colonial 1923). 
Consequently, the colonial administration encouraged European men to take Congolese 
concubines who had been specially “sanitized” by the colonial doctors. These women were 
given official medical identification cards, and were subject to frequent inspection—they 
would be referred to as ménagères, or housekeepers (ibid 1999: 116).  
Congolese migrant labourers staying in Léopoldville received conflicting messages 
from Belgian authorities. On the one hand, they were denied the opportunity to have a family 
or a wife, but on the other, they were scorned for spreading venereal disease because of their 
relations with prostitutes. African women were thus blamed for being unclean, and morally 
corrupt, and in 1909 new laws concerning prostitution were put into place. Colonial 
pamphlets condemned “shameless and immoral behaviour” concerning sexual activity with 
prostitutes: “It is by the prostitution of black women, especially, that these diseases are 
propagated. It is therefore against prostitution that the efforts of authorities must be directed” 
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(Congo Belge 1912: 416). Venereal disease and polygamy were blamed for declining birth 
rates in the colony. Jesuit Priest Van Wing described Léopoldville as “a camp, it’s not a 
village. There is little greenery, and even fewer children […] not many mothers, little joy 
(Saint-Moulin 1976: 468). Early colonial Léopoldville was essentially a labour depot for male 
African labourers, referred to as HAV or hommes adult valides (Jewsiewicki 1992). 
Léopoldville’s expanding industry as well as its growing infrastructure facilitated the arrival 
of cheap labour from the rural hinterlands of Belgian Congo. Some of the industrial activities 
included shipyard work, and metallurgy (ibid 2008). In 1926, Léopoldville became the 
colony’s administrative capital. Thus politics were centralized there, and the city became a 
satellite for the European metropole (Jewsiewicki 1992). 
Backed by the Belgian colonial administration, companies doing business in the 
colony now became especially invested in the health of their workers.3 Mining companies in 
particular sought to ensure that their labour force was healthy and able to reproduce itself. As 
a result, HAVs were granted permission to marry and live permanently in the city, and by the 
1930s, Léopoldville’s population had doubled (Bézy and Peemans 1981: 20), placing pressure 
on the administration to redesign the African settlements. Below I will focus on the period 
from roughly the 1930s to independence in 1960, during which the city of Léopoldville 
transitioned from a depot of migrant labourers to a more conventional colonial city. During 
this period, a public urban culture began to grow and flourish in Léopoldville. I take the 
emergence of the African city as a point of departure for examining new social relations. 
 
 
                                                
3 Large concessions were granted to independent companies who set up plantations and mines. These 
multinational companies have a huge stake in the country’s resources to this day. 
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Urbanization and Gender Relations  
 
Like many cities in Central Africa, Kinshasa is a relatively recent creation. Then 
called Léopoldville, the city came into being in 1889 with the railway line connecting the 
Pool region and the Matadi sea pier. Another major development leading to the construction 
of Léopoldville was the port, constructed in 1923 to facilitate the upstream river network (La 
Fontaine 1970: 10). One reason for examining the emergence of Léopoldville as a city is 
because it was originally conceived as a place for male labourers. After World War II, 
controls and regulations eroded, and women began to migrate to Léopoldville, a policy 
promoted by the colonial administration for the establishment of families in the city (La 
Fontaine 1970: 30) and for the stabilization of labour pools. The decision to introduce women 
in Léopoldville marked a shift to create a modern African city, one which valorized nuclear 
families composed of a mother and father at the helm. In terms of traditional African gender 
roles, similar to Christian values, women were expected to marry and have children. One 
Jesuit priest declared “It is Christian mothers who make a Christian society” (de Pierpont 
1906). Women then were confronted by a kind of “double patriarchy” (MacGaffey 1991), 
with both traditional African values and newer Christian values reinforcing each other. Those 
who did not adopt the proscribed role of mother and wife were left with only one title 
available to them, that of the femme libre—something which will be elaborated on throughout 
this chapter. Women living in villages who for one reason or another could not fit the 
conventional role for women were often stigmatized by the other villagers. Whether they were 
divorced, sterile or single, for such women the only option was often to escape the stigma 
they faced in village life by fleeing to the city, where they could not only freely maintain 
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relations with men, but also earn wages in the informal economy (Comhaire-Sylvain 1968; 
Hunt 1990; MacGaffey 1970).  
Women were considered non-citizens by the colonial authorities, and not expected to 
participate in public life—a topic that I will be examining in greater detail below. Rather, 
women were expected to emulate Western roles of daughter, wife, and mother. The city, 
while representing civilization and modernity, was also stigmatized as “negative, depraved, 
and even evil” (Gondola 1997: 66) by Christian missionaries (both Catholic and Protestant). 
In fact, both African men and colonial powers upheld the idea of rural villages as a “safe 
haven” where tradition could be maintained (ibid. 1997). Consequently, women were 
regarded as the bearers of tradition. Though village life was idealized, women coming to the 
city from small villages were often “scorned for continuing outmoded ‘uncivilized’ practices” 
(Wilson 1982: 155). These women were then confronted with a double bind in that they were 
condemned for being too “independent,” but also for being too “rural” or “uncivilized.” Nor 
were single women the only ones to face constraints because of their gender. For their part, 
married women living in the city were confronted with restrictions on their movements, such 
as curfews and geographical boundaries.  
Congolese were housed in camps known as la cité or les cités indigènes, which were 
located in the surrounding townships or municipalities sectioned off from the restricted white 
areas of the city known as now as Gombe (La Fontaine 1970; De Boeck 2011). Swaths of 
land were divided into what are referred to as parcelles. Each parcelle generally encompassed 
several separate living spaces, with each sharing a courtyard or garden and sometimes 
surrounded by a wall or a gate. Though neighbourhoods in colonial Léopoldville were for the 
most part heterogeneous, a parcelle would be inhabited by an extended family or by families 
  
 
29 
with similar ethnic affiliations. Today, however, it is not uncommon that parcelles are shared 
between people without any kinship ties. Due to economic constraints, owners of parcelles 
frequently rent out rooms or houses within their parcelles. 
 
Unequal Education  
 
From the time of formal colonization, education in the Congo was spearheaded by 
Catholic missionaries, and over time there emerged a new class of educated African elites 
termed évolué and évoluant by the colonial regime. “Boy’s primary and secondary education 
before WWII centered upon preparation of religious assistants for evangelical and secondarily 
on training subalterns for administration” (Yates 1982: 132). After colonial inspection of their 
lifestyles and education—a minimum of ten years of formal education was required—les 
évolués received special administrative status in the form of a carte de mérite civique, which 
granted the right to own property, shop in white-only stores, and be tried in Belgian civic 
courts (Anstey 1966). As I will examine later, this new class of évolués created a journal in 
1945 called La Voix des Congolais. These so-called évolués made up only a small percentage 
of the population—in 1958 there were 217 officially recognized évolués in Léopoldville 
(Lemarchand 1964: 42). Further, as MacGaffey highlights, there were as few as one hundred 
évolués with post-secondary professional training (MacGaffey 1991: 27).  
In the mid-1940s, newly arrived women were also being given some education by the 
Catholic church, especially since men were receiving some instruction, though women would 
never be referred to as évolués. Missionaries thought that Christian converts needed to marry 
virtuous Christian women, and therefore the main motivation for educating women was so 
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that newly educated young men could find wives deemed “proper” by the colonial state. 
Women’s schools were considered to be “nurseries of virtuous young girls” (Yates 1982: 
133). Nevertheless, this period saw a push to educate young women, despite earlier caveats, 
such as the warnings of missionaries nearly 50 years earlier identifying the inherent dangers 
of educating women: 
 
To learn to read and write is usual for all our boys. But the majority of our 
female savages have none of it and it is reported even that certain ones, who 
have learned to read, neglect the care of their homes (Missions Belges 1907: 
328). 
 
During the interwar years, women received education relating to home economics, such as 
childcare, hygiene, and sewing.4 Traditional women’s work included agriculture, however, 
these activities would now be assigned to men, creating new gender dynamics. The idea was 
to keep women at home, busy with domestic activities, while men worked outside of the 
home. 
 
Notre politique africain tend a libérer la femme indigène de son travail bête de 
somme pour lui laisser le temps et sa force de se consacrer au rôle traditionel 
de l’épouse et de la mère dans les pays civilisés” (Bulletin agricole du Congo 
Belge 1954: 129).  
 
 
Furthermore, boys would be instructed in French, while Congolese languages would be used 
only in girls’ schools (Yates 1982: 136). Women had to wait until after World War II for 
education to become schoolteachers (Shapiro & Tambashe 2003). In the mid-1950s, 
                                                
4 For more information on enrollment rates see Yates (1982). 
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vocational schools were created to offer programs that would prepare girls for jobs in 
commerce and the textile industry (Yates 1982: 142). In addition to formal education, 
Catholic missionaries took it upon themselves to ensure a level of decency among their 
female followers by enforcing policies such as codes (Vansina 2010: 306; Martin 1994). In 
Léopoldville, while African men borrowed European fashion, women preferred the traditional 
pagnes (Belgian wax), or printed material worn like a sarong over European dresses and skirts 
(Martin 1994; Gondola 1997). As mentioned earlier, women were again faced with the double 
bind of having to choose between being perceived as too “traditional,” or too “urban.” “The 
unschooled country-girl led a man back to paganism, while a sophisticated town girl led him 
into debauchery” (Gabriel 1914: 14). This, I contend, is something that would continue to 
shape notions of female virtue for years to come.  
 
La Femme Libre and L’Évolué 
 
By the end of World War II, the ratio of men to women in Léopoldville was roughly 2 
to 1 (Comhaire-Sylvain 1968). This gender disparity had profound consequences on the ways 
in which men, both colonial and African, interacted with and perceived women. In the 1920s, 
once women had officially been permitted into the city, a Belgian colonial policy was 
introduced stipulating that a woman’s personal status had to be declared on identity cards. 
“Women technically living alone” became known as femme libre or, femme publique. Women 
who did not declare themselves as “married” were sometimes referred to as femme seule 
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(single woman), femme publique,5 or femme vivant théoriquement seule (woman theoretically 
living alone) (Hunt 1991). Very early after the creation of these labels, femmes libres were 
already beginning to be associated with polygamy, a practice which the colonial 
administration sought to curb, though not to ban outright. Many men maintained several 
wives, but they did not declare them officially as wives; instead they were identified as femme 
libres. As Hunt points out, men camouflaged their wives under the rubric of femme libre. 
Consequently, colonial officials erroneously perceived these femmes libres living with 
married men as prostitutes when in fact some were considered by these men to be “disguised” 
wives or “supplémentaires” (ibid. 480).  As part of the government’s strategy to dissuade 
people from practicing polygamy, the administration introduced new taxes for both men and 
women. Men in the city were taxed for each additional wife they married, up to the thirtieth 
wife (Hunt 1991). In addition, if a woman was officially declared femme libre, she was 
required to pay an annual tax of fifty francs (Gondola 1997: 66). According to the social 
historian Nancy Rose Hunt (1991) the logic behind the tax was meant to curb traditional 
polygamy without overtly opposing it––something the colonial authorities felt they could not 
stamp out with a single law.6 As the administration made no distinction between prostitutes 
and femmes libres who acted as additional wives, according to Hunt, “the city was funding the 
surveillance of vice through taxing single women, who were also constructed as vice” (1991: 
58). In other words, colonials not only reinforced the dichotomy between married and single 
women but also propagated the idea that unmarried women, or femmes libres, were thought of 
                                                
5 Femme publique is known in French-speaking Europe as signifying a prostitute, some thing which will be 
disucussed in greater detail later,  
6 Polygamy was a central issue for Catholic and later Protestant missionaries (Hilton 1983; Hunt 1991). After 
World War II, colonial perceptions of polygamy had changed. Initially, polygamy had been understood as a 
relationship between a village chief and his harem?, however, new “modern” urban polygamy was occurring on 
a smaller scale—husbands were taking more than one wife and not exactly maintaining harams of women. 
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as prostitutes by African men. The dichotomy between married and unmarried was further 
complicated by the fact that prostitution in Léopoldville was a growing reality (Comhaire-
Sylvain 1968; Gondola 1997: 75-76), and many women relied on the practice of charging for 
sexual favours in order to survive in the city (Tschibanda 1979; Verhaegen 1909).  
The colonial tax on femmes libres was also in part due to new tensions among African 
men themselves; certain évolués positioned themselves as against traditional polygamist 
practices, especially given the imbalances in male/female sex ratios (Hunt 1991: 55). This 
taxation was driven by economic as well as moral reasons, since, from the colonial 
perspective, polygamy was not only anti-Christian, but also detrimental to the development of 
a large urban labour force. Hunt identifies panic over falling birth rates, and efforts to control 
polygamy as the main impetuses for imposing a system for identifying a woman’s personal 
status (ibid: 55).   
As mentioned earlier, La Voix des Congolais, a journal first launched in 1945, became 
a platform for évolués—Catholic-trained Africans who enjoyed a certain level of respect from 
the colonial government—to voice opinions about important issues. Prominent among these 
was the issue of polygamy in villages, which évolués considered unfair. Hunt also highlights 
the situation in which colonial state-condoned polygamy, which initially was a kind of 
surrender attitude to what colonial officials thought of as deeply-engrained rural tradition, led 
to a monopoly of wives by village chiefs: 
 
These state-invested customary leaders would pay a bridewealth for most 
girls born in their area of jurisdiction and then either demand very high 
bridewealth prices for them or practice ‘double-polygamy.’ Double polygamy 
meant ceding them for temporary usage to poor bachelors, who in return for 
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these pseudo-wives, who did their state-obliged work for them, returned 
prestations in plantation work or palm wine (1991: 479). 
 
 
Further, in addition to this situation, brought to light by the évolués, young rural men who 
were unable to pay bridewealth began migrating to the city in droves, partly in search of 
wives.  
Unmarried rural women, too, increasingly escaped strict gender codes, and perhaps 
cruel husbands, by reinventing themselves as companions for lonely colonial officials, as well 
as for urban migrant men (Biaya 1996: 347). Hodgson and McCurdy write about new 
categories of “wicked” women in Africa, or women who “transgress ideological boundaries 
such as cultural norms of respectability or material boundaries such as legal restrictions on 
employment, residence, marriage, and divorce” (2001: 8).  Urban areas attract women seeking 
new opportunities, even those that are not considered respectable by the wider society. The 
colonial city is the only place where women could become upwardly mobile (MacGaffey 
1987; Schoepf and Engundu 1991; L. White 1990). For instance, in White’s seminal account 
of prostitution in colonial Nairobi, she notes that young women moving to the city was cause 
for much moral panic especially as young women independent wealth accumulation (White 
1990). Many Congolese theologians took issue with increasing prostitution in the city, and 
began to demonize femmes libres, and thus the act of declaring one’s status had major 
implications for a women, as it would later dictate and shape their role in society. In other 
words, the dichotomy between being “free” and “married” determined women’s social roles. 
The concept of the “free woman” or “public woman” remains at the center of this dissertation, 
and is something I will continue to develop in subsequent chapters. The term femme libre 
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itself has evolved over time, but is continually linked to the sexual activities of unmarried 
women (Gondola 1997).  
The colonial naming policy described here illustrates not only the complex relations of 
power that existed among colonial officials and African subjects, but also between Africans 
themselves. Hunt’s scholarship has illuminated a situation of scarcity whereby missionaries, 
colonial authorities, and also African men—more specifically the évoluées—attempted to 
control women’s independence, mobility and sexuality. Women then became subjected to a 
new and evolving kind of patriarchy, influenced by both colonial and new African male 
conceptions of gender roles. However, women, while grappling with new oppressive policies, 
also found themselves in a position with some degree of power. Taxation of unmarried 
women can certainly be understood in economic exploitative terms, but it can also be seen as 
a measure taken by male authorities to curb the new bargaining chip that women now 
possessed, and a means of pushing them into marriage.  
 
Muses for a New Urban Popular Culture   
 
With urbanization comes not only new forms of popular culture but the opportunity to 
engage in new ways of being, and it is not uncommon for the two to influence and play off 
one another. Scholars such as Janet MacGaffey (1987) and Louise White (1990), discuss the 
ways in which the colonial city became a new space where women could obtain a certain 
amount of social and economic independence. As is true of contemporary urban life in 
general, the city at the time was a context in which new ideas of femininity, female sexuality, 
and virtue were emergent and contingent. Gondola’s essay “Popular Music, Urban Society, 
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and Changing Gender Relations in Kinshasa, Zaire” delineates the interplay between gender 
and urbanization in the city. Women in colonial Léopoldville enjoyed a certain level of 
freedom in their mobility; traveling between the city and countryside, they were in a position 
to negotiate their own marriages (Gondola 1997: 69). Following Gondola, I explore how 
popular musical culture can offer new perspectives about current gender relations in the city. 
While it is difficult to identify the exact moment when Congolese popular music was born, 
several historical accounts suggest that influences began to congeal into a new localized 
musical genre during, or not long after, World War I (Bemba 1984; Lonoh 1969; Martin 
1994). Congolese Rumba music gave way to new public spaces where men could gather and 
create new music, a music that shaped and was shaped by their urban experiences. 
 Leisure activities in Léopoldville were dominated by men who took pleasure in 
nightlife activities, among which were drinking, smoking, and sexual humour (Gondola 1997: 
70). Most of men’s leisure time was spent in bars or terrasses where locally brewed Belgian-
style beer was cheap and abundant. It was within this context of nightlife that a new urban 
culture began to flourish. “The birth of this popular music, and especially of ‘modern’ music 
in our country, is also a corollary of the process of urbanization” (Tchebwa 1996: 55). The 
rise of Congolese rumba music occurred in tandem with the rise of the city and therefore 
merits attention (White 2008). 
Where were the women during all of this? In much of the literature about Congolese 
rumba music, women are glossed over, an afterthought at best. At worst, they are omitted 
altogether. Yet, at the core of this history there is a central paradox:  Congolese Rumba music 
was largely inspired by women’s presence. Women were the subject of most songs, with male 
singers yearning for their lovers––women who were left behind in villages (Fabian 1998). It is 
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suggested that rumba songs were first connected to a nostalgia for one’s village. Likewise, as 
women increasingly migrated to the city, urban women also became idealized in troubadour-
style song lyrics. As women, specifically femmes libres, became enmeshed within the city’s 
emerging nightlife, song lyrics began to reflect some of the tensions created between men 
competing for women’s attentions in the city. Indeed, early rumba songs were shaped by 
currents of social change, similar to what Raymond Williams refers to as “structures of 
feelings” (1977). Drawing from Williams, White’s analysis of rumba lyrics considers the way 
in which emotions, like love, can engender conversation among people about larger 
overarching themes: 
 
Song lyrics are a valuable source of information about structures of feeling 
because they circulate so easily and because they tend to resonate across large 
sectors of any given population […] The lyrics of popular music can be seen as 
a collective (though not homogeneous) public expression of emotion that links 
everyday experience to the larger, impersonal structures of political and 
economic change (2008: 168). 
 
 
Though women were not active in the creation of song lyrics, they inspired much of 
their content, and as I will show in the following section, they had an even more direct role as 
muses. Newly immigrated women who were unmarried, or “libre” were not only muses but 
also participated in nightlife activities in ways that economically benefited them.  
Balandier writes of the new position femmes libres found themselves in: “elle choisit 
alors qu’elle était choisie, elle cherche à obtenir le plus d’avantages possibles alors qu’elle 
était source de profit et richesse capitalisée, affirmant ainsi un véritable renversement des 
rôles” (Balandier 1955: 148).  Gondola echoes this when he writes: “Jamais sans doute dans 
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l’Histoire le deuxième sexe ne s’est retrouvé en aussi forte position, lui permettant de dicter 
des règles de vie, d’établir des modes de vie nouveaux et d’en contrôler l’épanouissement” 
(Gondola 1997: 89). The period spanning the 1950s and 1960s was a time where femme libres 
could earn a living as bar owners and managers (Comhaire-Sylvain 1968: 1982). Dressed in 
the latest fashions, these women were expert “ambiance creators,” or “madams of the night.” 
Their ability to dance, make intelligent and/or engaging conversation with customers, made 
going to bars an enjoyable experience for male clientelle. 
 
Muses 
 
Harkening back to the colonial trinity, Biaya describes Congolese modernity as 
threefold: “music, dance and love, the foundational triad of urban culture” (Biaya 1994: 89). 
The introduction of women in Léopoldville inspired a culture of  “Don Juanism,” where men 
spent their leisure time pursuing women romantically. Music evolved along a kind of 
troubadour style, including romantic songs centered on wooing women. There is a sense in 
which through these new pop songs women were objectified by men, becoming objects of 
desire for men to conquer with their love. Women were now no longer distant and rural 
sources of romantic nostalgia, but present, sitting at the same tables as their admirers. 
Romantic courtship thus became an important part of rumba musical culture, with women 
adding a new social complexity to nightlife. Men could sing along to songs, singing directly 
and/or indirectly to the women sitting next to them in bars and nightclubs (Biaya 1996; 
Gondola 1997).  
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A complex relationship thus emerged in Léopoldville between femme libres who 
engaged in nightlife and men, particularly les évolués. While Gondola advances that the 
woman’s role in nightlife was passive, he nevertheless leaves the door open to the possibility 
that women may have been agentive actors: “elle ne sera pas créatrice, ni même interprète; 
mais, l’objet de toute inspiration, de toute nouveauté” (1997: 89). Besides becoming muses 
and subjects of love ballads, women also participated in the production of music, as they 
became singers and musicians themselves (Gondola 1997). In the early 1970s, female singers 
like M’Pongo Love, Abeti Masikini, and Petite Bis all enjoyed a level of success; however it 
should be mentioned that none of them wrote their own songs, and all were managed by men. 
And while it can certainly be said that the femmes libres of the urban music scene were 
important muses and even active participants in the creation of a new popular musical culture, 
it must be noted that such women were also stigmatized for their role in this scene.  
 
La Kinoiserie & Nganda Love 
 
As Biaya writes, “Au fond, la femme scandaleuse est l’idole de la musique moderne et 
le noyau central de l’ambiance” (Biaya 1996: 355). Further, he touches on the relationship 
between Léopoldville’s evolués and the ndumba, acknowledging the tension arising from 
relationships between men and women born of nightlife. He mentions that while the femme 
libre, acting as a dance partner, became an important fixture of nightlife, she simultaneously 
became a source of anxiety for men, as she was free to chose to love whichever man she 
pleased. For some women, love became inextricably linked to survival in the city, and gifts, 
often monetary gifts, from boyfriends became an important part of financial stability (Biaya 
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1996). In this context, the femme libre not only provided companionship for men, but she also 
became the mediator of ambiance in bars and nightclubs, facilitating the atmosphere needed 
to make patrons feel that they were participating in, and experiencing the city’s “hottest spot.” 
Ambiance remains an important feature of nightlife in Kinshasa, and is connected to 
something referred to as kinoiserie. 
Coined in the early Mobutu years, La Kinoiserie is a complex term that was ever 
present in Léopoldville. Characterized as a kind of joyful joie de vivre, it encompasses beer, 
bars, sociability, dancing, loud music, sexual innuendo, spectacle, and humour—an overall 
mood or ambiance linked to nightlife’s general atmosphere, but also to Kinois’ identity 
(Biaya 1996). Léopoldville’s évolués indulged in what Balandier called the “fine art of love 
and coquetterie” (Balandier 1955). Through conspicuous consumption, “Don Juanism” and 
performative displays of one’s style, evolués became monikers of kinoiserie (Biaya 1996: 
350). Public displays of ostentation, courtship, and light-hearted hedonism have been 
suggested as ways in which more established men living in the city differentiated themselves 
from newly arrived villagers. Bob White discusses the complexities—which are often glossed 
over in other literature—of Biaya’s analysis of kinoiserie, highlighting that “a deeply 
engrained political habitus that combined the art politics with a particular form of hedomistic 
display (“l’art du bon vivant”) that eventually became a feature of the cultural and political 
landscape” (2008: 242).  
The femme libre permeated the public spaces of the bar and nightclub, places which 
depended on women for ambiance (Balandier 1955; Biaya 1996). She performed the role of a 
“modern woman”––someone who dictates the terms of her relationships (Gondola 1997: 76). 
“Elles étalent leur richesse dans les bars et se moquent quelquefois des femmes mariées de 
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leur connaissance qu’elles incitent à briser leur union pour mener comme elle une vie de 
liberté” (Comhaire-Sylvain 1968: 166). Shirking the expectations to marry and have children 
imposed on her by the Church and by traditional custom, the femme libre was free to lead an 
independent life, and one of the ways in which she expressed her independence was through a 
new public culture that was emerging, centered around a new musical genre. 
Referred to as nganda by the 1950s, many of the city’s terrasses were often run by 
women, in part because they attracted male customers. The nganda is a semi-public space 
where beer, and more importantly, food is offered, and where recorded Congolese popular 
music is played. The nganda was and continues to be a casual venue, where people can eat 
grilled meats and sit at makeshift tables. By the 1970s, subsequent to Mobutu’s official 
authenticité decree of “going back to tradition,” the nganda was officially declared as 
unlicensed, and therefore illegal, prompting nganda owners to retreat into people’s private 
parcelles, or to dark corners of the city, where they existed as unlicensed bars (De Boeck 
2002).7 Ngandas are sometimes operated within the parcelle belonging to a man’s mistress, a 
space that is often referred to as his “second office,” or deuxième bureau. Leisure time is 
often associated with the nganda, which is itself associated with femmes libres. As such, 
ngandas exist in people’s minds as semi-public spaces where private activities are conducted 
(ibid. 2002). The nganda is but one example of how notions of public and private are not so 
clearly demarcated in Kinshasa, an issue that I will discuss at greater length in later chapters.  
Dancing-bars, and nightclubs were, and continue to be, more exclusive and private 
than the average bar, operating from the late afternoon until around midnight. Both of these 
                                                
7 Due to the corrupt nature of the city, in order to run a legitimate terrasse or bar, one must not only acquire the 
appropriate documentation from the city, but it is also necessary to pay off local middlemen, sometimes police, 
to avoid any sort of bureaucratic misunderstanding. 
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venues are regarded as more prestigious than a nganda, and are places to go for special 
occasions. Gondola describes these club venues and notes that certain venues employed 
particular musical groups on a regular basis, some of whom became very famous, such as 
Franco’s OK Jazz. Originally, communities were brought together around matangas, or 
wakes, where people listened to traditional music, drank beer, and socialized. Later, nightlife 
venues like nganda rivaled the matanga as important spaces where people developed 
communities. “Elle remplace petit à petit la musique traditionelle matanga et transplante son 
atmosphère au bar” (Biaya 1996: 349). Dancing-bars became places, like the nganda, where 
femme libres were invited to mingle with the customers. In some cases, bar owners would hire 
groups of women to provide sexual favours in exchange for gifts, money, or drinks (Gondola 
1997). As discussed earlier, femme libres were independent partly because they were 
independent-wage earners, often trading and operating bars. Femme libres were gradually 
educated, and became more savvy than married women, therefore becoming intellectual 
companions for this new class of educated évolué. A new relationship appeared not only 
between men and femme libres, but also between femme libres and married women. 
 
Souvent d’une beauté et d’une éducation au-dessus de la moyenne (elles 
s’expriment parfois assez bien en français), elles sont aussi plus élégantes que 
le commun des mortels, portent de plus beaux pagnes, de plus beaux bijoux, de 
plus belles perruques. Différence essentielle d’avec les prostituées: elles 
choisissent toujours leurs partenaires tout en leur laissant quelquefois l’illusion 
d’avoir effectué une conquête difficile. Très au courant de toutes les méthodes 
anticonceptionnelles, elles n’ont d’enfants que lorsqu’elles le décident 
(Comhaire-Sylvain 1968: 163). 
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  Married women now experienced an anxiety about whether their husbands preferred 
these ‘women of the night,’ fearing that the family income would be divided. Biaya describes 
how nightlife and kinoiserie was off limits to married women.  
 
Malgré les préceptes moraux chrétiens coloniaux, le succès des femmes 
scandaleuses [ndumba] est inévitable parce que les femmes mariées ne 
fréquentent jamais le bar qui est considéré comme le ‘temple’ des uniques 
ndumba et des homes […] Au sein de cette union, elle innove différentes 
stratégies et tactiques sociales et financières pour s’allier les amis et proches 
parents de l’époux ainsi que sa rivale (Biaya 1996: 354-355).  
 
 
It is not a stretch to imagine that a profound distrust between married and unmarried women 
emerged. The tactics that Biaya refers to the ndumba as a kind of wily temptress, motivated 
by money to lure married men away from their wives.  
One of La Fontaine’s informants, a young woman from Kisangani, sums up nicely the 
outsider’s view of Kinshasa as a sexualized, urban space:  “Men [in Kinshasa] do not know 
how to restrain their natural desires, and the women are avid for money.  There is a lack of 
mutual respect, and one might say that there is coexistence and nothing else but a continual 
conflict of interests between the sexes” (Lafontaine 1971: 132).  But in all fairness, our 
analysis must be careful not to reduce male-female relations to questions of sexuality.   
 
Moziki Associations 
 
Femmes libres who lived in the city and participated and worked in its nightlife soon 
formed social clubs known as mozikis. These interethnic social networks later evolved into 
rotating credit clubs that these independent wage earners used for mutual aid. These 
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associations provided financial assistance to women, allowing them an alternative to relying 
on men. Predominantly devoted to micro-credit activities, these financial associations only 
emerged in the 1950s. Prior to this, associations were purely recreational and social (Wilson 
1982). These mozikis were important for women’s identities as urbanites, especially since 
they brought together women from different ethnic backgrounds (Comhaire-Sylvain 1968). 
One such association was called l’association feminine d’élégance (Gondola 1997) and was 
sponsored by popular bands and beer companies (La Fontaine 1974:103). The femmes libres 
who made up the membership of mozikis were admired for their fashion savvy, as their 
disposable income allowed them to dress in the latest styles.  
 
Dressed in matching cloths and headscarves which they cut and tied in new 
styles, and wearing the latest in jewelry and make-up, these women set trends 
in fashion which seamstresses copied for their clients (Martin 1994: 422). 
 
 
Despite the glamourous image, mozikis sparked debate among Congolese, and continue to stir 
up controversy to this day (Pype 2012). Since these moziki members often held their meetings 
in bars, in 1965 when the government began regulating bars, effectively closing many that 
were considered unacceptable on such grounds as loud music, groups of femmes libres who 
relied on these bars for their livelihoods protested (1968: 162).  
One Congolese chief, Henri Bongolo, is cited by Comhaire-Sylvain as criticizing these 
mozikis for being immoral: “one of the factors that contributes the most to discredit the 
marriage in favour of prostitution are the innumerable women’s associations” (1968: 265). 
Bandalier describes some of these associations in the neighbouring city of Brazzaville as 
providing not only mutual aid to members, but also sexual services to men (Balandier 1955: 
146). Many women involved in moziki associations were and continue to be accused of 
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excessive consumerism and immoral behaviour. This partly stems from the fact, as Gondola 
highlights, that many mozikis were organized and monitored by bar owners who wanted to 
attract more male customers (1997: 73). In other words, there existed a coincidence of 
interests between members of the female associations and the predominantly male private bar 
owners and brewery managers who benefitted from the presence of attractive, unattached 
women in the urban public sphere. 
 
Names for Single Women 
 
“Name-giving, in several senses, had become name-calling” (Hunt 1991: 475) 
In both Léopoldville and present-day Kinshasa, while technically signifying an 
unmarried woman, femme libre is also used as a pejorative connoting prostitute. It has become 
catch-all term with which to insult a woman for her sexually immoral behaviour, and is 
directed at both married and unmarried women. Put another way, the name femme libre, once 
intended to identify and categorize women, was redefined, and imbued with new meanings. 
To be sure, there are dozens of such words used to describe femmes libres, and though it is 
difficult to trace their exact origin, people’s stories about how such terms emerged 
nonetheless reveal some of the tensions between men and women, as well as those arising 
from new negotiations between modern and traditional practices. The femme libre has come 
to embody the hybrid nature of the city, (a site where “modernity” and “tradition” are in 
constant articulation) as she too is a bricolage of colonial legacies, as well as of new 
conceptions of “modernity.”  
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La ville Africaine apparaît comme le lieu privilégié de l’élaboration et 
d’expérimentation de nouveaux comportements, celui où les processus 
d’individualisation sont les plus accusés et celui aussi ou la crise économique 
des années 1980 est vécue avec le plus d’acuité, jouant le rôle de révélateur ou 
d’accélérateur des mutations en cours dans les rapports entre hommes et 
femmes. (Thiriat 1999: 82) 
 
 
As previously discussed, upon migrating to Léopoldville, women were required by colonial 
law to declare their status as “femme marriée” or “libre.” Over time, the term femme libre had 
become synonymous with other words, namely ndumba. This section will in part address how 
the femme libre, as conceived of by the Belgians, informs current understanding and usages of 
the word. 
It is unclear at which point, the term femme libre became conflated with the term 
ndumba, which itself is used interchangeably with the term femme scandaleuse. Many 
Congolese scholars such as Gondola (1997) and Biaya (1996) use the terms interchangeably.8 
“La ndumba, la femme libre, figure négative du paysage citadin, restait pourtant l’alliée sûre 
de la musique congolaise” (Gondola 1997: 254). Officially recognized as femmes libres, 
unmarried women who were by involved in the city’s nightlife also came to be known as 
ndumba. And while the ndumba carried with her associations with prostitution, both Gondola 
and Biaya describe the ndumba as a kind of courtesan: “Les ndumba effectuent alors leur 
apparition sur la scène publique comme des ‘femmes libres’ puisqu’elles ne sont pas des 
prostituées au sens plein du terme” (Biaya 1996: 350).  
 
 
 
                                                
8 Most Congolese today use femme libre and ndumba interchangibly.  
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Authenticité and the Female Body 
 
In 1965, only five years after Congo became independent, Col. Joseph Mobutu staged 
a coup, declaring himself president and seizing power from Prime Minister Lumumba and 
President Joseph Kasa-Vubu. During the late 1960s and early 1970s, Mobutu introduced a 
state ideology called authenticité to counterbalance Western influences and lingering vestiges 
of colonialism with an imagined conception of what an “authentic” African state, and more 
specifically, an “authentic” woman should be. He changed his name to Mobutu Sese Seko, as 
well as that of the country to Zaire. As well as staving off Western imperialism, Authenticité 
was also intended as a strategy to unify the country, composed of more than 450 ethnic tribes, 
under a single cultural identity. Cultural propaganda was implemented to quell political 
instability, such as the threat of secession in the eastern part of the country, as well as in the 
southern province of Katanga where there is abundant mineral wealth (Perrings 1979; 
Higginson 1989; Lekime 1992; 1996). 
Authenticité impacted perceptions of women; the entire responsibility for maintaining 
the morality of the system was seen as resting with women, and not with men (Wilson 1982; 
Mianda 1996: 157). “All of the problems of morality, particularly those in cities, are blamed 
on women who have neglected their authentic responsibilities for the lure of foreign ideas” 
(ibid: 162). Images of “authentic women” were of mother and housekeeper, and “appropriate” 
lines of work included seamstress, teacher, and nurse. Women were condemned for 
participating in nightlife activities and dressing in revealing clothing (ibid: 162). Thus, the 
femme libre represented the antithesis of this image of a virtuous woman under the authencité 
campaign—something I will further examine in Chapter Four. As mentioned earlier with 
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regards to the ndumba, women involved in nightlife prided themselves on dressing in the 
latest trends from Europe, and were admired for their sartorial aptitude (La Fontaine 1974; 
Martin 1994). However, a contradiction emerged wherein on the one hand, Mobutu scorned 
women for not dressing in authentic pagnes. Moreover, many of his praise-singers and 
dancers dressed in the same style as femmes libres (Wilson 1982: 162). Even further, Mobutu 
himself unofficially sanctioned having mistresses, as it was seen as an extension of 
polygamy—something regarded as “traditional.” The body as a site where politics are 
inscribed is particularly relevant in the context of authenticité. It should be noted that to this 
day, police are sanctioned by the State to stop women in the streets for wearing short skirts or 
clothing deemed as inappropriate.9  
An extension of the Authenticité campaign, the National Ballet was promoted by the 
State as linking the newly independent state of Zaire to the cultural patrimony of a pre-
colonial past, uncontaminated and cleansed of the influences brought about by colonization. 
White describes the Authenticity campaign as a means of projecting an image of pre-colonial 
tradition into the present.  “La nature double d’un tel geste s’exprime dans l’expression si 
souvent entendue ‘nous les Zaïrois authentiques,’ qui associe le passé (l’authenticité 
culturelle) à un présent-futur imaginaire (l’identité nationale)” (White 2006: 46). As the state 
privileged and valorised “traditional culture,” the National Ballet became a creative vehicle 
with which to strengthen a vision of national identity. Congo’s National Ballet remains to this 
day part of the country’s patrimony, though it also tours abroad, staging shows mainly in 
Europe. 
                                                
9 Wearing blue jeans in the 1970s and early 1980s was illegal in Kinshasa, and women caught would be stopped 
on the street by police and fined.  
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Under Mobutu’s 32-year regime, dance—specifically, what he deemed ‘traditional’ 
dance—was given renewed value in contrast to its previous stigmatization by Christian 
missionaries.10  Women who became National Ballet dancers were regarded as professionals 
and cultural workers of the State. Further, there was a sense of prestige associated with this 
new dance genre. New notions of what constituted appropriate dance and inappropriate dance 
emerged. The female body in African ballet became morally acceptable because it was 
sanctioned by the State as “traditional.” As such, a new sense of professionalism was initially 
encouraged by Mobutu’s government, one that would inform contemporary perceptions of 
dance in Congo.  
 
Débrouillardisme 
 
Since the 1970s, the DRC has suffered gradual economic deterioration characterized 
by spiraling inflation, the closure of large enterprises, capital flight, the desperate search for 
income due to unemployment—a state of declining quality of life in the city to which 
structural adjustment policies have contributed (Young and Turner 1985; Schatzberg 1988; 
MacGaffery 1991; 2000; Trefon 2004). 
Due to the overall collapse of the formal economy, the informal sector economy now 
plays a vital role in the lives of many Kinois. Janet McGaffey in particular has devoted much 
scholarship to studying the ways in which people survive in DRC a country that is largely 
considered to be a failed state (Trefon 2004). Débrouillardisme, or the ability to cope, is a 
kind of catch-all term which has become a part of the city’s ethos and is used to denote 
                                                
10 Though many Christian missionaries sought to stamp out dance, there are several instances of early 
Missionaries who incorporated dance into sensitization programs.  
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improvisational methods for ‘getting by’ in Kinshasa. Débrouillardisme has deep seated 
connotations, going back to the Mobutu era, when the president himself allegedly commanded 
his army and citizens to “débrouillez-vous” or “fend for yourselves”––a statement that would 
infamously become dubbed locally as “article 15” (Devisch 1996; MacGaffey 1996; De Herdt 
1996).11 Article 15 also implies a legitimization of illegal or informal activity. Thus, 
débrouillardisme penetrated all levels of society, becoming part of the people’s habitus, 
where they found themselves in constant states of improvisation (Callaghy 1984). 
Furthermore, Mobutu’s notorious plundering of the country’s riches set a precedent, 
legitimizing illegal activity to the point where citizens felt sanctioned to act in the manner of 
the dictator himself, seizing opportunities to “skim off the top.”  
The common adage: Dieu pour tous, chacun pour soi further exemplifies the 
immediacy of survival in the urban context of Kinshasa, with examples of débrouillardisme 
abounding in literature about Kinshasa. According to Theodore Trefon in the edited by 
volume entitled Reinventing Order in the Congo: How People Respond to State Failure, the 
many different types of work within the informal economy underline the ways in which 
Kinois “re-invent order” in the city. From the khadafis who sell petrol to stranded motorists 
(Bilakila 2004: 28), to the tax-exempt disabled who travel between Kinshasa and Brazzaville 
transporting goods in their wheelchairs, débrouillardisme extends to many realms of social 
relations.  
Patron-client relations are an important dimension to discussions concerning 
débrouillardisme (MacGaffey 1991, 2000), and for many women, débrouillardisme has 
become linked to transactional sex. Mobutu’s authenticité campaign had attempted to valorize 
                                                
11 In 1990s, Mobutu is said to have solved the unrest among his unpaid soldiers by reminding them they have 
guns and they should “fend for yourselves” or débrouillez-vous (MacGaffey 1996). 
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the “traditional woman” who did not work in the public sphere. “Poor macroeconomic 
performance and limited development of the country’s economy since attaining independence 
in 1960 have constrained the extent of women’s labour in the modern sector” (Shapiro & 
Tambashe 2003: 2). As a result, the city saw an increasing lack of employment opportunities 
for women, and, amid these hardships, a new class of prostitutes emerged, comprising widows 
who did not have kinship networks to support them. Further, widows were not entitled to their 
husband’s estate, instead it went to the first born son, or the husband’s male kin. As a result, 
many women had to engage in débrouillardisme by prostituting themselves for survival. 
Public speeches broadcast on television and radio addressed the morally corrupt nature of 
certain practices people engaged in to “fend for themselves.” Thus, many women were caught 
again in a double bind, in that they were confronted with images of virtuous proper women as 
espoused by Mobutu’s government, but also with having to survive in the city. Clearly, 
though débrouillardisme was sanctioned and even encouraged by Mobutu himself. The form 
that débrouillardisme assumed in a woman’s context was condemned as being the reason for 
the country’s decline (Wilson 1982). As I will explore in later sections, these mixed messages 
have had important implications for women’s work, the gift-giving economy, and gender 
relations.  
 
Pentecostalism in Kinshasa  
 
Some Kinois have identified Pentecostalism as first arriving in Kinshasa in the 1960s 
via a French pastor who conducted spiritual healing sessions. However, it wasn’t until the 
mid-1970s that Pentecostalism, or what is referred to locally as les églises de reveil or 
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“churches of awakening,” took root. In contrast to the rigid rituals of Catholicism, 
Pentecostalism is more flexible in terms of approaches to worship. As a result, it spread 
among the population, giving rise to new syncretic religious churches unaffiliated with the 
more mainstream Pentecostalism (Fabian 1994; Devisch 1996; De Boeck 2004). The word 
Pentecostalism itself is ambiguous as it has become a homogeneous term for the many 
different brands of charismatic Christianity that are emerging in this capital city. Though 
Pentecostalism assumes different and sometimes discordant forms in Kinshasa, several 
scholars have noted one reason for the spread of Pentecostalism in the economic crisis that 
occurred in the late 1980s, during the years of Mobutu’s political downturn (Fabian 1994; 
Devisch 1996; De Boeck 2004). Young people, marginalized and frustrated, turned to this 
new spirituality in hopes of improving their opportunities. 
Today, a profusion of different brands of charismatic Christian churches are 
omnipresent in Kinshasa, informing people’s conceptions of good and evil. A major feature of 
Pentecostalism in Kinshasa is the repetitive talk of death and the devil (Pype 2006: 301). 
Those who regard themselves as “good Christians” criticize the lifestyle connected to 
kinoiserie as being morally wrong (Pype 2008: 45). Alcohol, secular music, dancing to 
secular music, and sexuality are demonized by Pentecostals. Such attitudes stretch back to 
previous incarnations of Christianity in Congo. In an article entitled “Les Danses Bakongo,” 
Jesuit priest J. Van Wing describes the dancing he observed in the Lower Congo in the 1930s. 
Van Wing echoes earlier pre-colonial Catholic and Protestant moral condemnation of dancing 
in his descriptions of a new dance called the maringa. This early form of partner dance, the 
maringa, became popular in the dancing bars. Influenced by the Cuban Rumba, Congolese 
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rumba was a musical genre that could be danced by a couple. Van Wing writes of the 
maringa:  
Since some time the margina has spread itself, imitating the whites, and takes 
place not in the public space itself but in the interior of huts of palm branches 
to the sound of an accordion. The couples embrace and wriggle in a so 
disorderly fashion that nothing remains in regards to the aesthetic. It all turns 
into shamelessness and obscenity (quoted in Martin 1995: 132). 
 
Despite discourse espoused by spiritual leaders and although the overwhelming majority of 
Kinois declare themselves Christian, dancing and nightclubs remain an important 
characteristic of Kinois identity. 
Religious activity heavily impacts the city’s identity, as Pentecostal messages are 
broadcast throughout the city. Eight of the 13 faith-based radio stations in the capital belong 
to revival churches, as do nine of the 11 Christian TV stations. To be sure, the morality 
espoused by Pentecostal worldviews has shaped female morality in Kinshasa. With church 
services taking place in plain view on the sides of streets, weekly revivalist healing rallies 
held in the city’s main stadium, and with the messages of roaming charismatic evangelists, 
and Christian TV shows and radio programs, one cannot escape the constant barrage of talk 
about sins of the flesh.  
Pentecostal discourse is an important dimension in femininity and gender roles. In 
must be said again that due to the different brands of Pentecostalism operating in the city, it is 
difficult to speak about one overarching discourse. However, there are similarities found 
across the spectrum of churches concerning women’s virtue. Merging with traditional 
folklore, Pentecostalism espouses a view of women as predisposed to sin, and often describes 
women as sirens or temptresses.  
Women taken an active role within Pentecostal churches, many having become pastors 
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and what are known as ‘prophetesses.’ On a weekly basis I met with one particular prophetess 
who was known for her expertise in “delivering” evil temptress spirits from women’s bodies. 
It is widely believed that one of the reasons for a woman’s inability in finding a suitable 
marriage partner is due to the state of her own soul. For this reason exorcisms or deliverance 
rituals are conducted weekly in many churches, and have attracted a large following of young 
women who devote much time to praying for a husband. This is something I will discuss in 
Chapter Five. 
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Chapter 2 
Research Methods 
  
  
Research Site 
  
Kinshasa, a sprawling “mega-city,” is an upstart in global historical terms. In 1940, 
there were only 50,000 inhabitants in the city, then called Léopoldville, but by 1960, at the 
time of independence, the population had swelled to 400,000 (La Fontaine 1970: 12). As 
discussed in Chapter One, this increase in population was in part attributed to new colonial 
policies regarding the emigration of women. Currently, Kinshasa’s reputation as a 
“megalopolis” (Simone 2010) is owing to its population of approximately 8-10 million,12 
making this capital city the largest city in sub-Saharan Africa after Lagos. The city is divided 
into twenty-four communes or municipalities. Most people rely on taxis and minibuses known 
as fulafula to get around the city. During rush hour, one can sometimes expect to wait for a 
spot in a shared taxi or bus for over two hours. Simon has referred to African cities as “works 
in progress, at the same time exceedingly creative and extremely stalled” (2004: 1).   
Kinshasa represents opportunities for many people, and continues to attract a steady 
flow of Congolese people from rual areas. Like other big cities such as New York, Kinshasa 
has a palpable feeling of people trying achive their goals, and realize their dreams of “the 
good life.” As the abstract notion of the “good life” continues to be defined, men and 
women’s conceptions of personal success can be divergent. The urban space of Kinshasa is an 
important site for the examination of changing gender roles and dynamics between the sexes.  
 
                                                
12 A more accurate estimate is difficult to come by since a formal census has been difficult to conduct. 
  
 
56 
 
Figure 2.1 Map of DRC 
  
  
Figure 2.2 Map of Kinshasa 
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Ethnicity 
 
 Kinshasa is home to some 250 different ethnic groups that contribute the city’s 
demographic complexity (Devisch 1998). As highlighted in Chapter One’s discussion of the 
National Ballet, ethnicity was instrumentalized during former President Mobutu’s authenticité 
program in which he sought to create a unified African State. This policy, at least at one level, 
set out to cultivate an environment where all ethnic groups were represented, without 
compromising a feeling of national unity. Despite the State’s rhetoric regarding ethnic unity, 
it is true that there is relatively little ethnic strife in Kinshasa (Freund 2012: 907).13 However, 
in historic terms, certain ethnic groups, such as the Kikongo speaking people from the lower 
Congo regions, were demographically dominant in Kinshasa. Waves of immigrants from 
Angola and Congo’s Kasai province also settled in Kinshasa, changing the dynamics. 
Ethnicity is always a factor in social relations and, as Janet MacGaffey points out in the 
context of Kinshasa’s ethos of débrouillardisme, “relations of clan, caste, or tribe can be used 
to capture rent-seeking opportunities (MacGaffey 1991:33). From an economic standpoint, 
ethnic affiliations can sometimes provide safety nets, though new literature suggests that these 
kinds of ethnic kinship networks have come to matter less. “Ethnicity, once the foundation of 
associational life in Léopoldville and Kinshasa, is steadily losing its meaning as new needs 
and opportunities emerge (Trefon 2004: 11). 
Nevertheless, ethnic differences are present to some degree in social relations, as in the 
case of humour, with jokes and stereotypes often revolving around questions of ethnicity. For 
                                                
13 The war that rages on in the east is sometimes erroneously portrayed as being fuelled by ethnic tensions, rather 
it is a complex war involving many actors, stakeholders, and countries. 
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instance, when some of my informants visited my house and saw I had dishes soaking in the 
sink, piles of dirty laundry waiting to be washed and papers all over the floor, they would 
jokingly tell me that I reminded them of a Mongo woman who didn’t keep her house in 
order.14 All joking aside, ethnicity is rarely taken up as a matter of politics or sociability in 
public discourse. Former President Mobutu continues to be credited with successfully 
recognizing Lingala, Kikongo, Kiswahili, and Chiluba as official languages that continue to 
be well represented in the media. 
Significant intermarriage between ethnic groups has strengthened solidarity networks 
between them. I had very few informants who affiliated completely with one ethnic group; for 
the most part people had a mother and a father of different ethnic backgrounds. L. Yoka 
writes: 
 
Tribal origins sometimes lose their importance here. Look at me, for example, 
with my unidentifiable name, I constantly change from region according to the 
needs of the ‘cooperation.’ I am from Tshikapa, Isiro or Kahembe when it is a 
matter of gems and business. I am from Equateur when it comes to impress 
women. I am from bas-Zaire to be highly regarded and successful in the religious 
sects (1995:17). 
 
In the city, there is a sense that one’s Kinois identity comes before one’s ancestral background 
(Trefon 2004; De Boeck 2006). Trefon states: “In contrast to a decade ago, today, people 
clearly put forward their belonging to the human tribe known as Kinois” (Trefon 2004: 17). 
Most people are very proud of being Kinois, and newly arrived Congolese from the 
countryside, known as mbokatier strive to shed their “country bumpkin” identity. Given the 
                                                
14 Mongo is one of the ethnic groups associated with the Lingala-speaking peoples from the north and central 
part of the country. 
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complexity of the city’s ethnic demographics, I will focus on ethnic specificity only to the 
extent that my informants say it is important. 
  
 
Research Periods 
  
 
As part of my masters’ research, I first travelled to Kinshasa in the summer of 2009 to 
study popular dance. My four months in the field produced an ethnography of professional 
female concert dancers or danseuses. My research was largely concerned with examining the 
aesthetics behind dance practice—what was being expressed and what was being 
communicated about the danseuse through these movement patterns. During this research trip, 
I initially spent two months with a Congolese family living in Masina, one of Kinshasa’s most 
populated, low-income districts, or quartier populaire. The family with whom I lived were 
relatives of one of my Congolese girlfriends in Montreal who had no idea of the conditions in 
which her extended family lived. This initial location proved to be a very difficult period for 
my research in terms of adjusting to living conditions and because of real safety concerns. 
The family’s eldest son was enlisted by the family to teach me how to get around the city, and 
accompany me in the evenings when I carried out my research. I discovered several months 
later that this young man had been found murdered, his body dumped in the river behind his 
family’s house. Suffice to say that I experienced acute anxiety during my initial months in 
Kinshasa. After meeting some of my friend’s other, more well-to-do relatives, I was invited, 
or rather ordered, to relocate to a safer neighbourhood. The final two months of this research 
trip were spent with this family who lived in a more affluent neighbourhood, and in a house 
with running water and a guest bedroom. To be sure, the stark contrast between living 
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arrangements informed some of my perspectives about class stratification, but also gave me 
the perspective I would need to understand the diverse social categories that women occupy 
as members of particular families and social networks. 
I returned to Kinshasa for my PhD fieldwork in 2012, this time staying for a year in 
Binza Ozone, a mixed neighbourhood of low and middle-income families.15 Deep within 
Kinshasa’s sprawling metropolis, I found a small apartment that allowed me to meet many 
Congolese women and girls, for there were no men or boys living in the other three units of 
my complex, although there were occasional male visitors or guests, usually family members. 
The way in which I found this apartment was serendipitous—I met a Lebanese business 
owner in a shop downtown Kinshasa one afternoon who told me that he wanted to sublet his 
fully furnished apartment. With one of my friends, an ex-pat working for the United Nations, 
we drove with this man to inspect his apartment. The apartment was one of four in a small 
building complex. I was immediately greeted by my Congolese neighbours, all whom 
happened to be women. The apartment, which I later learned was ironically used as this man’s 
deuxième bureau—a place to meet with his mistress—proved to be the ideal location for my 
research, and I ended up subletting the apartment for a year. Feeling safe in one’s home in 
Kinshasa is imperative, especially for a young female researcher. Though I was not living 
with a host family, I was nevertheless immersed in the lives of my neighbours, many of whom 
became some of my close informants. 
  
 
                                                
15 It should be mentioned that in most municipalities in Kinshasa, rich and poor families live side by side—for 
instance, down the street from my apartment complex were rows upon rows of small temporary shacks. This is 
not to deny the stark opposition between predominantly poor communes such as Masina and extremely well-to-
do communes such as Macampagne. 
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Initial Points of Contact 
 
The time I spent in Kinshasa led to innumerable conversations with Kinois from 
diverse backgrounds. Enthusiastic about my topic, I made it a point to discuss my research 
with all the different types of people I encountered. The vendor woman who made me an 
omelette each morning, the pastor’s daughter at the nearby Pentecostal church, the girls who 
cut my hair in the hair salon, middle aged taxi-men, international pop stars, and the boys who 
sold me cell phone calling cards were some of the people I talked to about the questions 
arising from my observations. The conversation sometimes ended like this: “Well, I can’t 
really answer your questions, because I haven’t thought about it long enough. Actually, I’ve 
never really thought of it that way, but I’m interested in hearing what you find out.”     
 
 
Entre Femmes  
 
 
         I was put in touch with my advisor Bob White’s former research assistant, Serge 
Makobo, a man in his forties. Serge offered to be my assistant, but after a few initial meetings 
and encounters with concert danseuses, it became apparent that the presence of an older man 
would be a hindrance to my research, even the fact that Serge had extensive experience in the 
popular music scene as a journalist, band manager and artistic advisor. The young women I 
interviewed, danseuses and non-danseuse alike, were reticent when any men were present. I 
learned that I would have to interview women without men present to prevent any 
management of impressions on their part. DeWalt stipulates that, “Being a man or a woman 
may be the most significant social fact concerning an individual and obviously should have an 
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impact on participant-observation” (2000: 278). As a woman, I was in a privileged position to 
speak candidly about highly personal issues.  
         In an edited volume entitled Musique Populaire et Société à Kinshasa: Une 
ethnographie de l’écoute (2009) the editors, White and Yoka embark on a collaborative 
ethnographic project centered on audience reception of popular music in Kinshasa. 
Discussions among researchers regarding their methodology, in particular the sampling 
methods, revealed a situation in which male participants outnumbered female participants. 
One reason for this was that the researchers, found it difficult to schedule interviews with 
women—women were avoiding meetings, cancelling, or not showing up. Another difficulty 
that researchers ran up against was the fact that many of their female participants were not 
speaking during the focus group sessions. During a discussion among researchers, White 
emphasized the need for female representation, and insisted that they focus on confirming 
female attendance. This prompted the Congolese researchers to call attention to White’s 
ideological predispositions, what  referred to jokingly as Western feminist thought. After 
some discussion, it was resolved that efforts would focus on finding more female participants, 
and on, as the Congolese researchers put it, “making the women talk” during the focus group 
sessions. It is apparent that local gender dynamics rendered meaningful exchanges between 
male researchers and female participants very difficult.  
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Collaborative Ethnography 
 
In the parcelle of my apartment complex, I was able to conduct research in the 
evenings and at night with all of the women who lived in the same compound. Mothers, 
daughters, aunts, cousins, housemaids, and visiting friends were consulted. I was able not 
only to ask questions, but also to share with them my findings, which they would in turn 
comment on, and even question. In the evenings, while I reviewed my daily notes and videos, 
different women living in my building would come over to see what I was working on, give 
me ideas, and sometimes put me in touch with people they thought I would be interested in 
meeting. In this way, and without necessarily forcing the issue, my research took on a 
collaborative dynamic. Collaborative ethnography, as Lassiter point out, is a kind of process 
of reciprocation that can facilitate deeper understandings (2005: 12). 
 
Collaborative ethnography invites commentary from our consultants and 
seeks to make that commentary overtly part of the ethnographic text as it 
develops. In turn, this negotiation is reintegrated back into the fieldwork 
process itself (ibid. 16). 
  
In exploring themes such as feminine virtue, what it means to be publicly visible, and 
appropriate dance expressions, I developed intensely personal relationships with some of my 
informants. My informants and I shared stories about boyfriends, lovers, deception, and 
betrayal. Sometimes I had some of these conversations in groups of three or four women from 
my building, which was useful in terms of getting several different perspectives on a single 
issue. For instance, when one of us told a story from our lives, each would offer her 
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interpretation, which sometimes sparked productive debate. Further, when I would make an 
observation we would often worked through interpretations together.  
Part of my methodological practice involved recording video of dance performance. 
On many occasions, performers, mainly danseuses, would request to see the video once I had 
uploaded it on my computer. I lugged my laptop on busses to different rehearsals and set it up 
to show my footage to different band members. It became an opportunity to ask questions to 
danseuses about their performances, namely their dance solos. Following Steven Feld’s 
approach to interpreting aesthetics, we would discuss what set apart a virtuosic performance 
from a mediocre one or what certain movements were referencing, as well as comment on 
stage and rehearsal costumes (Feld 1987). Drawing from Erlmann, my video recordings were 
instrumental in arriving at a deeper understanding of what performers themselves set out to 
communicate through their dancing: 
 
These texts, of course not only underscore the fact that ethnographic 
representation is not about the representation of some authentic ‘other,’ but, at 
best a record of what some performers say about what they think they are doing 
and what ethnographers believe they saw and heard (Erlmann 1996: 29). 
  
This approach will be further elaborated on in the sections about collaborative ethnography 
and audience reception. 
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Research Participants 
 
My research topic concerning the virtue of women, and the ways in which women’s 
work is affected by moral discourse required that I interact with a broad spectrum of people in 
Kinshasa. I conducted interviews with local journalists, women moneychangers, government 
ministers, Christian pastors, television actors, teachers, market women, and housewives. These 
interviews shaped interpretations, and gave my research more depth and perspective. The 
interviews and stories I collected with this diverse selection of women appear throughout my 
dissertation. In addition to danseuses, I worked with several research groups. 
·      Female journalists: 4 
·      Mama Nzango female sports team members: 15 
·      Mama Cambistes (female moneychangers): 8 
·      Women in politics: 2 
·      Female Pentecostal pastors: 4 
·      Housewives (stay at home women who are not wage earners): 4 
·      Female medical doctors: 2 
·      Market women: 10 women at two different markets, Binza and Grande Marché) 
 
While the central questions of my dissertation required that I interview and spend time 
with a wide range of women, my research focused primarily on female dancers, or danseuses, 
between the ages of 18 and 25, who were employed by local bands. In my attempts to meet 
dancers whom I could interview, I attended musical rehearsals and concerts held throughout 
the city. I closely followed six local popular music dance bands, the members of which all 
worked as full-time professionals. Three of these groups, VIP Chic en Couleurs, Miss 
Coulibaly, and Vijana, were known locally. The other three, Werrason, Koffi Olomide, and 
Papa Wemba, were internationally famous. In addition, I attended weekly dance performances 
and practices for folklore groups, interviewing dancers and folklore choreographers. Many of 
the danseuses with whom I spoke came from large families of more than ten children and had 
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lived in poor neighbourhoods in sprawling low-income municipalities like Njili, and 
Masina.16 Danseuses often entered the profession as desperate young women looking to earn 
a little money—often they are pushed by their mothers to find ways of earning money. Many 
have little more than a primary school education and a limited knowledge of French. 
I employed several different techniques to obtain insights into the relationship between 
dance, virtue, and changing notions of femininity in Kinshasa. My methods comprised 
primarily semi-structured interviews, life histories, and participant observation. Many of the 
methodologies I used were influenced by recent trends in audience-based ethnographic 
research, which place emphasis on examinations of popular culture through a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative data. White and Yoka’s research “Ethnographies of Listening” 
began as an examination of the linkages between urban identity and popular culture (2005). 
They focused on the use of various survey techniques (both qualitative and quantitative), 
rather than solely focusing on interviews with the cultural producers themselves. Other 
researchers like Schulz (1999) are especially interested in hearing what audiences have to say 
about television serials and mass-mediated events. Instead of merely analyzing text or 
performance from the perspective of the author or performer, audience-based research allows 
for a deeper understanding of how popular culture can reflect the attitudes of and be shaped 
by not only artists, but also audiences. “Much of this research shows that the meanings 
associated with popular culture are the result of a complex co-production between artists and 
their audiences and between audiences themselves” (White & Yoka 2005: 225). This will be 
further discussed in the section entitled Collaborative Methodologies. 
  
                                                
16 The vast majority of the danseuses I interviewed had between 6 and 12 siblings in their family. 
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Recruiting Participants 
 
I did not set out to officially hold recruitment sessions for research participants. I had 
an idea of the different groups of people I wished to meet and interview, like dansueses and 
choreographers, and as such, I attended various rehearsals and concerts in order to meet them. 
When I encountered people in the field, I would ask their permission to include them in my 
fieldwork research. In addition, when I met, say, a female journalist, she would introduce me 
to other women in her profession, who then became research participants. Thus, as in many 
ethnographies of large complex social networks, I decided to begin my research with the 
snowball sampling technique. 
 
Language 
 
Of the four official languages in DRC, Lingala is the most commonly spoken in 
Kinshasa. French is taught to children in schools, and is therefore correlated with one’s level 
of education. Families who have the means and resources to educate their children and to send 
them to college, frequently speak French in the home as a way of refining their language 
skills. Speaking French at home can be read as a sign of affluence, and therefore parents who 
have a good command of the French language will insist that their children be well spoken. 
Children in these families often only learn Lingala independently, with friends. 
Language varied depending on the participant group. For example, the majority of the 
danseuses I spent time with spoke in Lingala, peppered with French words. I spent six months 
prior to my doctoral fieldwork learning Lingala with a Congolese native speaker in Montreal. 
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My lessons continued once I arrived in Kinshasa, where I studied with a Lingala teacher for 
the duration of my fieldwork. I was proficient in my comprehension of the language, and 
could follow during interviews conducted in Lingala. Initially, I collaborated with a local 
research assistant, a woman in her early twenties who helped me with translations from 
Lingala to French. However, as I grew more confident in speaking Lingala, I posed the 
questions not only in French but in Lingala as well, and conversations took place increasingly 
in Lingala as my research progressed. 
  
Recording Notes 
 
         During structured interviews with my research participants, I took notes during our 
conversations However, in informal settings and during semi-structured interviews, I 
refrained from any kind of note taking because I did not want to call too much attention to my 
presence or make people uncomfortable, especially the danseuses. Being perceived as “cool” 
was an important part of establishing rapport, especially in a context where I was myself 
dancing or rehearsing. As I will discuss in a later section, I became a danseuse myself for two 
different popular bands. Being a mundele (white person, or foreigner), there was already 
smuch I had to prove as a danseuse, and a notebook in hand would have further set me apart 
me from the group. I observed that danseuses were significantly more relaxed and open with 
me when I did not have my notepad on my lap. Whenever I would jot something down in my 
book, I would often be accused of acting like an uncool student. In addition, the 
choreographers dissuaded me from writing in my notebooks while we rehearsed—I was told 
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that it was not fair that I could distract myself with my things, while all the other danseuses 
were prohibited from checking their cell phones. 
Interviews with other groups of women, such as teachers, television actors, journalists, 
politicians, and money-changers did not pose any concern on my part regarding taking notes. 
These groups of women were accustomed to jotting things down as well, which normalized 
my note taking. My closest informants, such as the young women who lived in my apartment 
complex, would often encourage me to write certain things down. For instance, while 
discussing a particular subject they would tell me “put that in your notebook, you should 
know about this.” Further, I would sometimes even be reprimanded by my friends when I 
inquired about a particular proverb or saying. “You wrote that down in your book just last 
week. Don’t you remember?! [laughing] You are very dense sometimes.” 
  
Semi-Structured Discussions with Danseuses 
 
I conducted semi-structured interviews with danseuses roughly between the ages of 18 
and 25. I noted their personal biographies, and questioned them about their experiences living 
in Kinshasa. On the occasions when danseuses lived in hard to reach neighbourhoods, I set up 
meetings at my house and provided danseuses with transport money as well as a small 
compensation for their time. The preliminary list of questions can be found in the Appendix. 
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 Semi-Structured Interviews with Musicians and Bandleaders 
 
Concert bandleaders were included as a participant group in efforts to better 
understand the role of dancers within a band’s hierarchy as well as in terms of the work 
female dancers do during a performance. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
musicians who employ dancers for performances. For instance, questions were posed such as 
what is expected from danseuses during performances, or what audiences anticipate regarding 
danseuses’ stage costumes. Preliminary questions put to musicians and bandleaders can be 
found in the Appendix. While musicians were generally open to my questions, some of the 
more famous ones such as Papa Wemba, Felix Wazekwa, and JB Mpiana were reluctant to 
answer questions regarding sexuality in the context of dance choreographies. However, local 
musicians and bandleaders, including VIP Chic en Couleurs, a group with whom I worked 
very closely, were more responsive to questions regarding the sexual nature of certain dance 
movements. 
 
Semi-Structured Interviews with Career Women 
 
I focused on interviewing women involved in work that is considered morally dubious 
for women. These milieus included journalists, politicians, and moneychangers. As I will 
discuss in subsequent chapters, I selected these professions because the issues of women’s 
virtue related to these fields are similar to those that are associated with to that of professional 
concert dance. In other words, many of the challenges that danseuses face in terms of the 
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public’s perception of their moral character are shared by other professional women (see 
previous section about research participants). 
  
 Observation at Dance Practices 
 
Dancers practice choreography throughout the week in preparation for concert 
performances. In efforts to understand creative process as well as the dynamics among 
dancers, I participated in and observed practices as they occurred throughout the course of 
fieldwork. As mentioned earlier, I observed that women in Kinshasa become reticent in the 
presence of male researchers, especially while they are in their dancing attire. Therefore, I had 
a two-fold advantage in interacting with danseuses, as I was both a woman and someone who 
has dance training. 
       
Observation at Concerts 
 
I participated in various ways during performances: as a conspicuous audience 
member, as a documenter via a digital video camera, and as a dance performer. I conducted 
feedback interviews with dancers and, in an effort to interpret in a collaborative manner, I 
often watched and listened to video recordings of performances and interviews with my 
informants. In addition, I interacted with musicians and dancers backstage during concerts 
and after performances. These interactions provided me with a better understanding of 
hierarchy, social status, gender dynamics, audience dynamics, compensation, and reciprocity 
among band members. 
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Music Videos 
 
Given the ubiquity of dance concert music videos, it was relatively easy to gain access 
to a number of different settings in which to observe people’s reception of these videos. In 
these settings, it was easy to discuss behaviour exhibited by dancers in the videos, especially 
among individuals who had close friendly or family ties with one another. In addition to these 
informal reception settings, I watched and collected dance music videos aired on television in 
Kinshasa. In the evenings, I often watched music videos with some of the women living in my 
apartment complex. I was able to observe how people without any connection to the music 
industry saw popular dance as well as how they reacted to the various video clips aired on 
television. By watching these videos in natural viewing settings on a regular basis, I became 
accustomed to what can be considered good and bad form, but also to the kinds of videos or 
visuals that elicit reactions from the women with whom I was interacting. This became a new 
set of data for analyzing what different groups of women perceived as appropriate public 
performance. 
  
Video Recordings and Limitations 
 
I relied heavily on my small digital video camera to film performances and practices 
that I later watched and analyzed with dancers, choreographers, and other informants who 
were not affiliated with the music industry. In this way, I was able to ask questions 
concerning specific dance movements and gestures in order to gain a better understanding of 
their significance. Because dance movements contain no universal meaning, following 
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Wieschiolek (2003), actors, spectators and other participants are considered important sources 
of information in the interpretive process. There is always individual or group-based variation 
in interpretations, but certain movements will be interpreted in a similar fashion by large 
sectors of the population, independent of gender, social class, language, etc. 
 
Audience-Based Research 
 
I recorded performances and then applied a set of categories to chart who is 
performing and watching, as well as the context and the function. For instance, I would divide 
events into categories as they themselves were divided locally. Such categories were 
distinguished by context, such as wakes, or matanga, parties, church events, concerts, 
rehearsals, etc. I also noted the demographics of the performers, (what neighbourhood they 
grew up in, their socio-economic level, education, etc). Within each category of performance, 
I noted the physical space in which the event was held—for instance, a parcelle, a church, or 
a nightclub. In addition, a rough demographic sketch of audience members was included for 
each of the categories. Chapter Three examines in detail the different contexts in which 
dancing was performed. 
I conducted a series of ethnographic interviews with dancers in different contexts about 
what they are trying to communicate through their dance, in order to better understand where 
they draw their inspiration, as well as what they may be referencing. In Kelly Askew’s 
research concerning popular performance in Tanzania, she explains that audience members are 
“active producers of meaning” (2002: 5) and therefore add a new dimension to the production 
of meaning. This active role, as it is assigned to the audience, is not unlike the role described 
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by Barthes (1975) and Bakhtin’s (1984) respective semiotic analyses concerning reception of 
texts. For these literary scholars, reception is necessary in the circulation of opinions, and thus 
there is a dialectical relationship between the reader and the writer of texts. Further, the 
lifeworld of a discourse is needed to undertand the way in which the language of others 
permeates the text. 
        In an effort to understand the reasons why professional concert danseuses are socially 
stigmatized, semi-structured interviews with dancers and audience members included 
questions regarding the appropriateness of performance attire, as well as notions of 
acceptability concerning behaviour on and off stage. These interviews were complemented 
with an analysis of other contexts where dance is performed by non-professional dancers. In 
other words, because the politics of appropriateness, as seen through the lens of dance, is 
context dependant, it was crucial for me to examine the different spaces where dance is carried 
out by women who are not concert danseuses, such as private parties, funeral wakes, or 
nightclubs. This will be explored in the following chapter. 
         My main research questions revolved around broader notions of female virtue and 
public visibility, therefore it was important that I conduct interviews with women from various 
socio-economic backgrounds, as well as from different professions and industries. Beyond my 
involvement with danseuses and the music world, I interviewed women who participated in 
the workforce, asking them about the ways in which they are perceived by the public, their 
families, and potential romantic partners.  
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Becoming a Dancer 
 
In 2009, while watching a young local band called VIP Chic en Couleurs rehearsing in 
my neighbourhood of Lingwala, I was called up into the performance space to dance. After 
the rehearsal, the bandleader, Oli 5, asked me if I would like to become the band’s guest 
dancer. I accepted and began to participate in the tri-weekly dance practices to learn the 
choreography. In addition, I performed in two public concerts, and appeared alongside the 
bandleader at interviews with several TV stations. It was an honour to accompany the 
bandleader in this way, an invitation that was difficult to refuse. Appearing on television 
raised the band’s profile, especially because they became known as the band with the mundele 
dancer. The visibility that I experienced from being on television affected my daily activities. 
Many journalists found out where I lived and would come knocking at my door requesting 
interviews.17 Young people would approach me on the street and call me artiste. This was 
very flattering, but there were moments where it became oppressive because, as a young 
white researcher navigating the city alone, keeping a low profile can be advantageous. 
However, the rapport I built with the dancers and the choreographer enabled me to ask many 
questions that I might not otherwise be able to ask as a stranger. I formed friendships with our 
choreographer, Gerry and three danseuses: Fanny, Patience, and Letcia.18 Upon my return in 
2012, I resumed my interactions with VIP Chic En Couleurs. I also began dancing for the 
band again, which meant that I again attended weekly rehearsals and performed in additional 
concerts. 
                                                
17 I was contacted for an interview by one newspaper called “Les Dépêches de Brazzaville,” distributed in 
Kinshasa and neighboring Brazaville. My story made it on the front cover. See Appendix.  
18 All of the names of my danseuses informants as well as the women in my parcelle have been changed. 
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In addition to performing with VIP, I became a dancer for the band Werrason Wenge 
Musica Maison Mère. I was considered to be a “reserve dancer” since I could not commit to 
practicing three times a week in addition to performing every Thursday night in the band’s 
public rehearsal. My involvement with Werrason also caused a controversy with my other 
band VIP. I quickly learned that one cannot be a dancer for two bands at the same time. It 
took much effort to convince VIP that I was only a reserve dancer and that I would not 
perform with Werrason in concerts, and in the end I was granted permission to participate in 
both bands.  
  
 
Performative Contexts 
 
         During my fieldwork, I developed close friendships with several Congolese women 
between the ages of 20 and 25. We often got together at different people’s homes to watch 
late night television. Sometimes we watched Korean soap operas dubbed in Lingala, or 
bootleg Hollywood films, but mainly we watched programs featuring the latest music videos 
and live concerts by Kinshasa’s pop stars. These were occasions when I would ask questions 
about the dancing we saw on TV. One friend, Titianne had a sharp tongue, and was masterful 
at critiquing the performers. She would analyse their dancing, outfits, attitudes, or the ways 
they carried themselves. Titianne thumbed her nose at the danseuses, calling them moins 
sérieuses. I often pressed her for details, but was met with responses such as “they are 
uneducated and vulgar.” 
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These particular young women were university students and had a little extra money to 
spend on leisure activities. We sometimes enjoyed frequenting small nightclubs in Bandal, a 
neighbourhood known for its nightlife. There, we danced and socialized. One evening, while 
getting ready to go out dancing, Titianne came out of the bathroom declaring that she had 
done her hair and makeup in the fashion of one of Werrason’s danseuses. “I thought you said 
that those dancers were uneducated and vulgar,” I said. With a coy smile, she responded, 
“yes, but I am classy so I can do anything I want.” This elicited eye-rolling from the other 
girls, and prompted questions as to why it is that people take their cues from music videos, 
mimicking the overall aesthetic of danseuses, yet criticise them? On a different occasion, 
despite criticisms directed at “profane” concert dancing, I watched one of my girlfriends 
perform concert dance moves in church. It was apparent that despite the differences in socio-
economic backgounds between my girlfriends in my parcelle, and the danseuses, dance and 
fashion aesthetics were shared between both groups.  
As I will further elaborate in the following chapter, much of my research was carried 
out observing and documenting dance in various occasions and spaces. I suggest that the way 
in which dance in Kinshasa is perceived by Kinois is through its different contexts. In other 
words, to categorize dance as sacred, profane, traditional, or popular depends on the context 
where it is being performed. As such, I will describe some of the different contexts where 
dancing plays a central role, as well as the social norms associated with dance in each of 
these. 
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Feminine Ideals & the Ideal Type 
 
In this section I will evoke certain aspects of the Weberian “ideal type” analytical to 
my discussion about women’s virtue.19 In particular, most of my informants categorize 
women as either “serious” or “not-serious” and therefore a local binary has emerged. This is 
not to say that this binary is static or un-nuanced, rather, it is a good point of departure in 
attempting to arrive at a deeper understanding of what moves a woman from one category to 
the other. Further, as I will later show, ideal types often form part of Kinshasa’s dominant 
public discourse.  
It is easier for most Kinois to define what transgresses the ideal type than to define the 
ideal type itself. Much of my research therefore focuses on images of the non-virtuous 
woman, leaving descriptions of Kinois’ ideal type to serve as a contrast to the non-ideal type, 
albeit an ambiguous one. For instance, images of non-virtuous women circulate in the city, 
and are often conjured up as a means of educating young girls about appropriate female 
behaviour. An analytical tool for comparison, then, the “ideal type,” can serve as a kind of 
benchmark for measuring similarities and differences across individual and social variation. 
Alfred Schutz reminds us “New experiences are determined by the means of a type 
constituted in earlier experiences” (1974: 229). It must be said that the ideal type is a form of 
abstraction that may or may not exist in reality. Further, it is a “concrete individual 
phenomena […] arranged into a unified analytical construct” (Weber 1904/1949, 90). As 
mentioned, this is an especially useful analytical tool, as Kinois have their own particular 
                                                
19 Weber’s ideal type is not without controversy. Paul Lazerfeld (1972) argued that Weber’s theory has 
engendered confusion, partly because Weber’s writings were often unrefined, packed with raw data (Lindbekk 
1992: 286). 
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“ideal type” model with which they gauge a woman’s virtue. Beyond using the “ideal type” as 
a way of sorting my data, I also incorporated it into my methods for collecting data. I 
integrated questions specifically regarding what Kinois believe to be the ideal woman, versus 
a woman who falls short of this image. The ideal type here is not taken to mean “ideal” in the 
normative sense of the term, but rather from the point of view of research methodology.  
 The ideal type methodology facilitates the study of some of the variables (economic, 
historical, political, etc.) that engender normative images of virtuous women. In this case, I 
examine some of the virtuous (ideal) and non-virtuous types of women, linking them to the 
different contexts which have given way to these typologies as well as illuminating how they 
have impacted contemporary society in Kinshasa. Finally, the ideal type facilitates an entry 
point to examine the role that the femme vertueuse plays in the construction of the femme non-
serieuse––a category of woman epitomized by Kinshasa’s popular concert dancer. Take for 
instance the locally perceived un-virtuous image of colonial Léopoldville’s femme libre 
drinking beer in a bar—I will examine how and why she has come to represent the opposite of 
a virtuous woman, and what impact this has in terms of contemporary gender politics. Chapter 
Four will closely examine ideal types of women and larger notions of virtue. 
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Chapter 3   
“Everything Depends on Where She is Dancing” 
  
  
Nsinsa wa ngoma wusobele, soba makinu maku. (When the rhythm of the ngoma changes, 
change your dance) — Kongo proverb 
  
Introduction 
 
“What makes a woman serious?” I asked my friend Martini, to which she responded: 
“it depends.” She went on to add, “Come, let’s go watch how some of these women dance at 
this party I’m invited to. I’ll tell you who is serious and who is not. Because when you dance, 
everyone is on display.” 
 Drawing on methodological approaches taken up by Heath (1994), Cowan (1990), 
and Bauman and Briggs (1990), I suggest that an analysis of the different contexts of dance—
contexts which emerge from ongoing social practice—can offer us a better understanding of 
the mutable notions of female “appropriateness” and virtue in Kinshasa. Dance is not only a 
means of communicating or reproducing culture, but a particular mode of thought, expressing 
what is cannot be said with words. As Isadora Duncan once aptly expressed: “If I could say it, 
I wouldn’t have to dance it.” Dancing is not only a way in which people not only express 
themselves, but also a reflection certain social norms and values. Dance events in Kinshasa 
are particularly rich occasions of unfolding social dramas. Theorists Bauman and Briggs, 
while primarily concerned with textual and verbal forms of performance, nonetheless 
contribute to discussions about dance performance as well particularly because of their focus 
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on play, the social construction of reality, and reflexivity. In some ways dance events I 
describe in this chapter can be read as a kind of text. Bauman and Briggs advocate a model 
that links different contexts of performance in effort to bring attention to the dialogic nature of 
the event: “They link separate situational contexts in terms of the pragmatics of textuality” 
(1990: 77). Textuality here refers to the ways in which certain parts of a text are extracted and 
reframed in the creation of new meanings. Thus, “both meaning and context emerge from 
ongoing social practice” (Heath 1994:89). Texts, like song, poems, and dance, are animated 
by people’s personalized interpretations of them. Dance movement practices in Kinshasa can 
illuminate the dynamics of inter-textuality, especially since certain movements and gestures 
can assume new meanings in different contexts. It is not surprising that when understood in 
terms of femininity, dance can be ambiguous—depending on how it’s managed, it can be both  
appropriate and inappropriate. For instance, a set choreography created by a choreographer 
can be altered depending on the performer—as he or she “speaks it [or dances it] with a live 
voice” (Fabian 1998:125). 
In Dance and the Body Politic in Northern Greece (1990), Jane Cowan shows how 
asymmetrical gender relations are constructed through, and apparent in dance events. She 
understands these social events in terms of power relations, in which the body is a site where 
hegemony is embodied. Further, she maintains that the body is where worldviews are 
embodied (1990: 25). Following Cowan’s examinations of dance events (such as a wedding, 
an evening dance, and a private party) I too will illuminate some of the gender dynamics that 
emerge in the different contexts where dance is performed. Later in this dissertation I will 
show that concert danseuses physically embody and perform femininity, and participate in 
social events that reproduce these values. 
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In her book Dance Circles (2013), Hélene Neveu-Kringelbach draws on Van 
Nieuwkerk’s (1995) discussion about the relationship between performance and morality.  
 
The moral status attributed to this occupation in Egypt depends on the context 
and the audiences. Women dancing for other women at wedding celebrations, 
for example, are seen as more respectable than women dancing in front of men 
in nightclubs (2013: 109).  
 
 
Like Neveu-Kringelbach, I maintain that dance is a lens through which we can analyse 
acceptable forms of female behaviour and arrive at a deeper understanding of people’s 
nuanced relationship with female virtue. Further, dance performance can be a means to better 
understand how people respond to different kinds dancing (2013: 7), or simply different 
contexts. I suggest that the discourse surrounding local notions of being “exposed” as well as 
encadré are prevalent and discernable in the dancing done in variety of different contexts in 
Kinshasa. Rather than being inherent within discursive practices, what is considered 
appropriate and inappropriate behaviour is relative to its form and context (Hymes 1974:156-
158). This is certainly true in terms of dance in Kinshasa, in that often dance gestures do not 
solely dictate appropriate behavior. Following Heath’s approach to examining the shifting 
moral nature of dance in Senegal, I will examine different contexts where “appropriateness” 
of dance is discernable. Heath writes “My understanding of urban Senegalese dance events 
emerged from the connections and contrasts among various contexts of performance, in which 
mutable notions of appropriateness were drawn into play” (1994:90). Scholars like Neveu-
Kringelbach and Heath describe how sometimes dance in urban Senegal is considered morally 
suspicious, however, they do not delve into the various factors which move dance form one 
category to another. This chapter aims to lay some of the groundwork for exploring why 
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dancing, as performed by the professional concert danseuse, is framed as morally suspect and 
why this type of dance has become a source of contention.  
 
The Importance of Dance in Kinshasa 
 
When Congolese encounter people from other African countries, they will often 
receive comments like, “You are from Congo!? Why aren’t you dancing now!” Bob White 
has similarly noted instances where Kinois are teased (seriously or otherwise) by other 
Africans as singing and dancing all the time instead of working (2008: 9). These comments 
allude to the ubiquity of Congolese dance music videos, which have been exported for many 
years to other countries in Africa. At the end of WWII, Congolese popular music was widely 
influential and successful across Africa (Barlow and Eyre 1995: 27; Steward 2000). As such, 
Congolese have earned a reputation for setting dance trends throughout the continent, and 
increasingly in Europe.20 However, popular dance music is not necessarily a source of pride 
for all Congolese. Specifically, as I will show, dance remains central to local conceptions of 
femininity. Dance is then an important factor in the examination of changing notions of 
femininity in an urban environment. In later chapters I will elucidate the complicated 
relationship that Congolese maintain with popular concert dance and more specifically, with 
popular concert danseuses.  
Dancing is integral to the lives of both men and women in Kinshasa, yet it is fraught 
with moral controversy. As discussed in Chapter Two, dance has been a historically important 
                                                
20 For more about dance expressions in Europe see Laura Steil’s “‘Realness’: Authenticity, Innovation and 
Prestige Among Young Danseurs Afros in Paris. 
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feature of ambiance within Kinshasa’s nightlife. To a large degree, the concept of ambiance is 
contingent on dance. The ndumba, or femme libre was essential to ambiance during leisure 
time, in part because she became a dance partner and thus a participant in Congo’s emerging 
musical culture. Congolese Rumba music depended on femme libres. The femme libre was an 
embodiment of the music—her dancing was not only a physical expression of the music, but 
she also inspired and fuelled the genre. Though this role has changed, it is contemporary 
professional concert danseuses, who, like the ndumba of Kinshasa’s historic nightclub scene, 
are valuable social actors in the field of popular culture in Kinshasa today—something I 
examined in Chapter One. The professional concert danseuse has emerged as a highly visible 
source or facilitator of ambiance.  
Ambiance is not limited to leisure time activities—it is also linked to sacred contexts 
such as the services of charismatic Christian churches. One frequently hears pastors and other 
members of a congregation referring proudly to their church as having “beaucoup 
d’ambiance,” which generally means its service and/or congregants are lively and have a 
penchant for dancing. As I will later discuss, dancing is often done in church settings, and in 
some cases, it is sometimes difficult to discern the differences in choreography between 
secular dances and those done in “églises chaudes” or “hot churches.”  
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How Do Women Learn To Dance? 
 
Marcel Mauss's essay “Techniques of the Body,” which was first published in the 
Journal de Psychologie Normale et Pathologique in 1936 advances the notion that quotidian 
movement, the forms of bodily motion we most persistently naturalize, are all culturally 
determined, from walking, squatting, and sitting to swimming, fighting and dancing. For 
Mauss, in any given culture, gender is privileged as the primary category differentiating the 
ways in which people acquire movement vocabularies.  Following this reasoning, one can 
argue that dance is a wholly learned activity. And while some people may be naturally 
inclined to dance, people are nonetheless taught to move their bodies in specific ways in order 
to accommodate particular styles of dance. In this section I explore some of the instances 
when dance is transmitted within families. Given that the focus of my discussions concerns 
changing notions of femininity, I have limited my analysis to women, however, I observed 
that there are many similarities between the ways in which boys and girls first learn to dance. 
In other words, given that boys are raised by women, many of the same methods are used in 
teaching a boy to dance. Bourdieu describes “habitus” as a system of dispositions that are 
cultivated and socially transmitted from one generation to the next without following a code 
of rules. Through regular routine, these dispositions become “inscribed in the body” (1977: 
15). The dialogical relationship between the body and the surrounding environment is such 
that social interactions leave an imprint on one’s body.  
Prior to the introduction of television, dancing in Kinshasa was learned through direct 
transmission from the body of the teacher/performer to the body of the student/spectator. As 
most dancing in Kinshasa is learned through imitation. In recent years, there has been a shift 
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to learning from physical presence to learning from two-dimensional images on a television 
screen. Appadurai suggests that this integration between the body and its mediation through 
global technology has created a world in which the imagination becomes social practice 
(1996).  He advances that “the world we live in today is characterized by a new role for the 
imagination in social life. The image, the imagined, the imaginary—these are all terms that 
direct us to something critical and new in global processes: the imagination as a social 
practice” (1996: 31). This is not to suggest that viewers watching music videos are passively 
absorbing influences, but rather there is a process of picking and choosing which elements 
dancers wish to emulate in their own lives. In other words, dancing involves a selection 
process whereby some moves are chosen to be learned while others are ignored (Parviaineen 
2002: 24).  It can be said that the choice of certain movements and styles is influenced by 
culture where particular schemes of preference, valuation and meaning are at work. Schulz’s 
research among of urban Malian women discusses reactions to music videos of female pop 
singers aired on television (2001: 361). She notes when spectators comment on performers’ 
appearance, dance/singing style and self-control. Urban life is often juxtaposed with rural 
traditional life in Mali, and notions of morality are tied to the negotiations between regions. 
Schulz’s analysis of reactions to pop singers’s performances and the imagery found within 
music videos speaks to larger issues that Malian women face in terms in female virtue. 
“Women's interpretation of the pop songs, the meanings they attribute to them, show how the 
clips contribute to the construction of a 'modern yet moral' Malian woman” (2001: 365). 
Below I will show that, in contrast to Malian women’s reactions to these videos often 
promoting images of the virtuous woman, danseuses in Kinshasa, while they are admired for 
their dancing abilities, are criticized for their immoral behavior.  
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         Television has allowed popular music and dance to circulate more widely across 
different social spaces. Consequently, it is a primary site where people gain knowledge of 
popular dance moves. The music videos that people watch and learn from are often filmed in 
Europe, partly because a European setting is considered to add an element of prestige. Put 
simply, when music videos are filmed in Europe, the band is perceived as wealthy and 
internationally successful. Music videos filmed in Europe also provide viewers with foreign 
exotic images which, in one way or another, fuel local imagination. Music videos featuring 
dance are widely popular, and most people learn about the latest dance moves from videos 
such as these, aired on local television stations. People feel it is important to remain ‘in the 
know’ about the latest dance crazes, and watching television is an important aspect to learning 
to dance. Werrason’s Wenge Musica, one Kinshasa’s most popular bands, broadcasts their 
weekly public rehearsals on television every Thursday around midnight. Many avid fans tune 
in to catch the latest dance choreographies. Because I became known as the white girl 
“obsessed with dance and dancing,” my girlfriends took great pleasure in showing me the 
choreographies they had learned the most recent Werrason television special.  
People, both men and women, old and young, will stand in front of their televisions, 
mimicking the dancers’ movements, in efforts to master them. Knowledge of the latest trends 
in popular culture—something I refer to as ‘being in the know’—and specifically knowledge 
of songs and dance, is an important part of being Kinois, and being a Kinois woman. I 
watched a mother teach her four-year-old daughter the dance moves to the wildly popular 
song of the moment entitled “Vimba” by the group Zaiko Langa Langa. When the little girl 
failed to execute the shoulder movement correctly, the mother became cross and scolded her 
in a light-hearted manner: “Not like that, like this [demonstrating the movement].” Scenes like 
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this illustrated the importance for young women to be good dancers. On several occasions, I 
overheard friends deriding each other, saying to each other, “You are no good, watch me as I 
do loketo, you’ll never get a boyfriend if you don’t learn.” Indeed there is a perceived 
correlation between being a good dancer and being good at seducing men, or attracting male 
attention. Many mothers recognize how important dance is in attracting suitors, and this is 
part of the reason they insist their daughters achieve a level of competency in dance. Of 
course, without deeply entering into any structural-functionalist debates, it can be said that 
dance is also a bonding activity between mothers and daughters and between women in 
general. Dance has the potential to strengthen ties not only among family members and 
neighbours but with outsiders such as myself. Indeed, there were many nights at home during 
which all of the women from my apartment building got together for an informal private 
dance party. In terms of my own research, dance was an activity I participated in that often 
helped build rapport and trust among my informants. 
         The private space of the home also facilitates an environment where young women 
can experiment with new ways of dancing without necessarily being subject to the gaze of 
men, at least men who are potential suitors. I often witnessed people’s living rooms transform 
into ludic spaces where young women performed silly or parody dance moves for each other. 
Family members become informal audiences, sometimes praising, other times playfully 
criticizing this dancing. In this way, family members, in particular female family members 
become a kind of regulatory board, reinforcing what “good” dancing should look like, 
aesthetically at least. It is not uncommon for siblings to teach younger family members how 
to dance––young children are positively encouraged to become good dancers, and when a 
child shows a particular talent for or interest in dance, they are praised and become the 
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family’s pride during formal family events such as weddings, where people can show off their 
dance abilities. As I will later discuss, family members also police the public dancing of 
young women.  
Thus far, I have shown that dance is a learned activity, often encouraged by family 
members, and often imitating the music videos of local popular bands. I now turn to some of 
the different contexts where dance is done, and analyse the different comportment specific to 
each. Further, I draw from several examples of how appropriate feminine behaviour is learned 
and enforced during dancing. This examination of the various contexts of dance provides a 
lens through which we can analyse what is locally considered to be appropriate behaviour for 
women. 
 
Women and Performance 
 
In Kinshasa, women have only a minor presence when it comes to most of the popular 
arts. In fact, visual arts and literature continue to be dominated by men. Music scholars like 
Tchebwa (1996) include women in their research only in relation to male singers.21 Literature 
concerning the reasons as to why there are few women involved in such areas as popular 
painting, literature poetry, and music is scant. Though I will not delve into some of the 
reasons here, this dissertation describes some of the barriers to women’s involvement as 
creative producers within the public sphere. But it is important to note that the realm of music 
is also dominated by men—something I will explore in later chapters. To be sure, there are 
notable women who have made careers out of becoming songstresses. Nevertheless, the local 
                                                
21 Bemba (1984) and Ewens (1990) only make a passing mention women in their discussions of Zairian music.  
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industry is controlled by men. Further, musical instruments are for the most part played by 
men, in both religious and profane contexts.22 Many young women are enrolled in music 
educational institutions such as L’INA, yet popular bands are composed of male musicians 
and singers. However, one of the ways in which women can and do participate in the music 
industry is as professional dancers. As such, popular dance has become an important 
expression in which young women can become public participants in the production of 
popular culture. And while professional concert dancers in academic literature, their influence 
extends far, as the dance trends they set sometimes resonate worldwide. Popular dance, 
therefore, reveals a context in which women hold a visible, albeit largely unacknowledged, 
role as culture creators. 
 
 
Popular Concerts and Performance Venues 
          
On almost any given day of the week, one can attend a concert somewhere in 
Kinshasa. Internationally famous bands hold free weekly public rehearsals, which take the 
form of an informal concert. On the weekends, many of these popular bands play shows at 
specific bars. For instance, in 2012, Koffi Olomide frequently held concerts at Chez Bibi, and 
Papa Wemba played Free Box nightclub every Sunday night. Larger concerts, such as those 
are a part of festivals, like the annual FIKIN held every year in July, showcase many popular 
bands. The large concerts are heavily attended by young men, as there is no seating and one is 
required to remain standing elbow to elbow with the rest of the audience, but also because it 
                                                
22 Traditionally this was always the case. Symphonies, playing continental music are growing in popularity, not 
so much locally but abroad, feature some female musicians. 
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contexts such as these are not considered appropriate for young women. Due to the cramped 
space, it is very difficult for the audience to participate by dancing along to songs. Generally, 
because of the crowded space, people are left to stand and watch the stage. Further, concert 
stages set up for large concerts are usually elevated high above the ground with a narrow gap 
in between the stage and the audience. On the stage, danseuses are generally positioned at the 
front, closest to the audience. Within this spatial display, a division emerges wherein the 
audience is in the position to gaze at the stage and at the danseuses. Though the audience 
members are not merely passive observers, this arrangement discourages participation, as the 
crowded space does not permit the audience to dance.  
Because festivals like FIKIN do not cost more than a few dollars for admittance, they 
attract street kids or bashegue, and young men associated with violent street culture such as 
gang members referred to as koluna.23 Consequently, many people are reluctant to attend 
these concerts, especially at night. This includes not only women but men as well. When I 
would ask my Congolese girlfriends friends whether they wanted to go to a particular concert, 
I was often met with responses such as: “Si le concert coute moins de dix dollars, c’est trop 
populaire. Le concert va attirer les hommes qui ne sont pas classe.” My friends’ anxiety over 
the overall “classiness” of the concert had less to do with how she wanted others to perceive 
her, and more about the quality of men in attendance. Concerts that are financially accessible 
to the public tend to facilitate a more aggressive ambiance which require that women be 
accompanied by a man. On one occasion, my Congolese girlfriend and I attended a five dollar 
concert held in the neighbourhood of Kitambo, not far from our house. Once inside the venue, 
                                                
23 I attended several shows at the FIKIN but did so only during the day when the crowd was more family 
oriented. But I did not get to see the headlining bands, as they performed only at night. These shows I watched 
only on television. 
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we were accosted by a group of young thugs, shoved into a wall, and robbed of our cheap 
jewlery before other male attendees could interven. Attending concerts that cost more than, 
say twenty dollars, one can avoid the possibility of getting robbed and harassed by young 
men. In this way, it has less to do with wanting to appear classy, and more to do with personal 
security. 
The physical layout of a concert is important to understanding “appropriate” dancing 
for several reasons. One concerns the way in which dance participation is facilitated. In 
contrast to large shows, concerts in smaller venues, such as bars, upscale restaurants, 
nightclubs, and hotels, are equipped with a small stage and dance floor which is surrounded 
by tables and chairs. Here, audience members sit in a semi-circle formation, facing the stage 
and dance floor. Dancing at these venues is, for the most part, partner dance, though it is 
common to observe people standing up at their own tables and dancing alone. During these 
shows, women can expect to be asked to dance by men if they arrive without a date. 
In contrast to larger musical festivals like the FIKIN, concerts held at smaller venues 
allow for more audience participation in the form of “spraying” money and dancing. Spraying 
is a practice in which members of the audience approach performers, both musicians and 
dancers, to give them money.24 Money is often placed on performers’ foreheads or stuffed 
into their pockets. It is an occasion in which audience members are themselves allowed an 
opportunity to perform, as many often dance their way to the stage, and linger around the 
performers, making a spectacle of their monetary gift-giving. Giving money to performers is 
also a way in which audience members can publicly acknowledge their favourite performers. 
                                                
24 Spraying during a performance is a common practice in many African countries. In her book Performing the 
Nation, Askew describes the spraying practices in Tanzanian Taarab music as a means for the audience to 
participate by communicating with performers through small gifts (2002: 22).  For more about spraying see also 
Waterman (1990) and White (2008). 
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It offers an occasion to demonstrate one’s taste and even one’s critical eye, displaying 
knowledge of good performance. What is important to note is that larger concerts, which are 
also televised, do not allow for crowd participation such as dancing or spraying—save for 
special occasions when wealthy individuals are let on stage to hand out money to their 
favourite performers. Spraying practices are not reserved for popular non-religious music—
people gift performers money in different contexts such as during wakes or even in some 
churches. 
As I will examine in later chapters, my ethnographic findings suggest that concert 
dance is regarded as problematic for many Kinois, in part because they are uncomfortable 
with the idea of young women “exposing” themselves in public. The danseuse performing on 
stage is not only performing dance choreography, which she has practiced many hours to 
master—she is also performing her own sexuality. Further, because the danseuse is partially 
motivated to dance because of the potential opportunities it affords her— of which includes 
social networks of business contacts, friends, and lovers—she is also a visible performer of 
débrouillardisme. Concert dance elicits criticism in part because it is appropriated from other 
sources and is perceived by some as a commodification of folkloric dance. This echoes some 
of Deborah Heath’s observations about Senegalese urban dance: 
 
The performance itself becomes a commodity, divorced from the social 
relations that gave it its original significance. By contrast, the dance events 
organized by women for other women create and maintain social bonds 
between friends and relatives, supplying a context in which women can enjoy 
reciprocal support share information about sexuality and womanhood, and 
acknowledge one another’s prowess as dancers and poets (1994: 99).  
 
The choreography danced by the danseuse is conceived of by male choreographers, however, 
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as I will demonstrate later, the solo section in her dance routine becomes an important artistic 
expression as well as a source of her agentive power.  
 
Figure 3.1: The concert space at the Zamba Playa during a weekly concert (photo by author) 
 
Wakes/Matanga 
 
Dancing is central to funeral rituals for most ethnic tribes in Congo. The matanga is a 
kind of wake to celebrate and honour the deceased. It is an occasion for both the living and 
the dead (Biaya 1997, 1998; White 2005). A matanga is also a social occasion where people 
can be seen, and where women can feel free to dance on view, in front of other mourners. 
Increasingly, due to the significant shift in population and a decrease in space, matanga 
sometimes spill out from parcelles into the street, where it becomes a public site of mourning 
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(De Boeck 2004: 95). “The matanga [wake], the mourning rituals accompanying the death of 
a parent, beloved, or neighbour, have always been extremely important to maintain and 
regenerate the social network. Matanga are moments of encounter” (De Boeck 2007). Female 
friends or family of the deceased dance during the reception portion of the wake. In addition, 
invited guests are welcome to participate in the dancing. Comhaire-Sylvain writes: “Les 
invités pouvait amener les amis, et même des étrangers d’aspect convenable pouvaient enter 
dans la parcelle pour participer à la danse en laissant un peu de monnaie au moment de s’en 
aller” (1968: 36). Among attendees, I observed that many women, especially older women, 
will go out of their way to attend wakes, as they view it as a social event where it is 
acceptable for them to drink beer and dance without coming under social scrutiny. But 
younger women also dance at wakes of friends or family. Maggie, a university student, 
recounted how she learned many of the dance movements in her repertoire by attending 
wakes. There, she took cues from the older women in her family, learning how to move as 
they did: “I did a lot of practicing at matanga [laughing], and I now consider myself a pretty 
good dancer. Now, because I’m older, I love going to nightclubs to dance. Actually, there are 
many dances I used to do in the matanga that I now do in nightclubs.”25   
Beyond bringing together friends and family, a wake is also a space for professional 
performance. When someone dies in Kinshasa, professional dance troupes are hired to 
perform at their wakes alongside musicians. Through dancing what Kinois refer to as 
“traditional dance,” people feel connected to their ancestral village traditions, even if these are 
distant, or sometimes completely unfamiliar. Whether the hired troupe’s dancing is 
“traditionally accurate” or only loosely based on an amalgam of traditions is not a concern for 
                                                
25 In addition to dancing, it is a requirement that female relatives of the deceased participate by serving food and 
drink. 
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Kinois, especially since many Kinois, particularly the younger generations, cannot identify 
the nuanced differences between the dances of different ethnic groups.26 Most of folklore 
dance groups are familiar with a wide variety of ethnic dances, since this broadens their 
clientele.27 A vast dance repertoire is necessary for the survival of a dance troupe. Among the 
different dance groups I followed, I observed the ease with which one dipped into their 
repertoire for the Mongo ethnic dances. The following week, I was impressed when they just 
as easily performed at a matanga associated with a family from the Bakongo region. 
Like a popular band, the musical group performing at a wake is composed of 
musicians, singers, and dancers. But unlike popular concert danseuses, danseuses hired to 
perform at wakes range in age. Depending on the ethnic dance that is performed, dancers will 
sometimes perform in traditional attire, such as raffia skirts. Other times, they will wear 
pagnes, or even their own street clothes with pagnes wrapped around their waists. 
I conducted several interviews with a variety of folkloric danseuses from several 
different groups. I was curious to know if they experienced a social stigma similar to that of 
the concert danseuse. Often these folkloric danseuses began dancing with ambitions of 
becoming danseuses for popular bands, but either did not pass the auditions or did not have 
the initial start-up money for transportation costs to attend band practices. Several of the 
folkloric danseuses informed me that they had a family member or some other direct 
connection to the folkloric band they now perform with. The following is from an interview I 
conducted with Bénédice, an 18 year-old folkloric danseuse: 
 
 
                                                
26 Many young people can identify the larger ethnic groups such as the Luba, Bakongo, and Mongo. 
27 For more about folkloric music, see David Nadeau’s dissertation “La Musique Comme Rapports Aux Temps: 
Chroniques et Diachroniques des Musiques Urbaines Congolaises”. 
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Lesley: How and why did you become involved in this folkloric band? 
 
Bénédice: My uncle plays an instrument in this band, and my family accepted me 
wanting to join because I would be encadré by him. I was always passionate about 
dancing. You see, I come from a hard-working family. We suffer. We suffer a lot. I 
started with this group when I was 15. I love dancing and I made a little money for my 
family. 
 
Lesley: So, your family is ok with you dancing with this folkloric group? More than 
they would be with a popular band? 
 
Bénédice: Yes, because there’s so much désordre [disorder] in the world of concert 
dancing. 
 
Lesley: Is the dancing itself different? 
 
Bénédice: There are lots of similarities. But in concert dance there’s a lot of gesturing 
that can sometimes be vulgar. 
 
Lesley: I once went to one matanga where all the women were doing very suggestive 
dancing, like some of the stuff you see at concerts. 
 
Bénédice: Well, sometimes there are matangas where there is a lot of ambiance and I 
see mamas really going crazy with their dancing. But it’s among friends family so it’s 
a bit different. 
 
Lesley: I see that you are a great dancer, and bring a lot of ambiance to the matanga. 
Do people tip you for your dancing? 
 
Bénédice: Yes, of course, they see that I’m a good dancer. This is how I make money. 
This is my money to keep. We are given only a little bit of money to come to practice, 
but at the matangas, we get paid. 
 
Lesley: It’s similar to how it works with popular concerts. 
 
Bénédice: Yes, but those danseuses make much more money than I do. And they have 
other opportunities. 
 
Lesley: What kind of opportunities? 
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Bénédice: Many bands travel. Even smaller ones go to Angola and Brazzaville to play 
shows. 
 
Lesley: Folkloric bands don’t travel? 
 
Bénédice: Some of them do, and actually one of the musicians is trying to get contacts 
with an NGO so that we can perform for them at events. And maybe you can put us in 
contact with some Belgians who like this dancing [laughing]. 
 
Lesley: Yes, I know that at the Halle de La Gombe28 they often have dinners and 
parties where they hire folkloric troupes to come and perform. 
 
Bénédice: We want to perform at these because they pay well. And maybe a Belgian 
or Frenchman will fall in love with me! 
 
Lesley: Ahhhh! Maybe! Do you sometimes hope that you will meet a nice guy at a 
wake who you can go on dates with? 
 
Bénédice: Yes. You never know what kind of contacts you might get. 
  
According to my informants, professional wake danseuses are “exposed” to the public, 
albeit on a lesser scale than to the concert danseuse. Folkloric groups do not perform for a 
large crowd and are not filmed to be broadcast on television. Their exposure is limited to the 
size of the wake attendees. Like the concert danseuse, the folkloric danseuse hopes that her 
exposure might lead to more contacts who might become potential suitors. Folkloric dance is 
not limited to young women like it is in terms of concert dancing. Women as old as 45 dance 
with professionally with these groups, whereas in the sphere of concert dance, a danseuse’s 
career usually ends at around the age of 25. 
                                                
28 A French cultural community centre. 
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Figure 3.2 Professional matanga dancer during a matanga in the commune of Kitambo (photo by 
author) 
 
Concert choreographers often draw from traditional dance movement, incorporating 
elements into their routines. Maître Mao, choreographer of the popular band Werrason, 
admitted to attending wakes with the intention of mining new dance moves.  
 
Sometimes I’ll hang out at wakes and just watch the dancing. I get inspiration 
that way. Sometimes it’s the folkloric group that gives me a new move, and 
sometimes it’ll be an older woman that dances a certain way. I adapt these and 
incorporate them into a choreography [...] My choreography also influences 
these same folkloric groups. Everyone borrows from everyone!  
 
 
This interview highlights the blending of dancing across sacred and profane contexts. 
It can be argued that popular music and dance continues to exist in a dialectical relationship, 
feeding into each other. According to Hebdige commodity appropriation is defined by the 
practice of commodifying a subordinated group’s cultural form (1979: 92-99). In the context 
  
 
100 
of concert choreography, ethnic dances appropriations can hardly be considered cultural 
forms coming from a sub-culture, or a subordinated group, however, they are appropriations 
which are commodified.  
When a popular musicians dies, in addition to the traditional dance troupe, popular 
musicians will also perform. During this type of funeral, mourners honour the deceased by 
dancing the way they would at a concert, even further complicating the distinctions between 
secular and sacred. The wakes of popular musicians and dancers reveal just how 
interconnected traditional and popular dance aesthetics are—in Chapter Six I describe a 
matanga held in honour of a popular concert danseuse. This brief exploration into matanga 
dancing will later contribute to a deeper understanding about the mutable nature of dance and 
it’s morality. Further, matanga danseuses provide an interesting juxtaposition to the concert 
danseuse, a profession that will be discussed more deeply in Chapter Eight.   
 
Parcelle Parties 
 
         Depending on a family’s available resources, celebrations such as Christmas, New 
Year’s Eve, birthdays or graduations are held within the space of the parcelle—a courtyard-
like outdoor area that is typically walled off from the rest of the street, but sometimes exposed 
to the street, and often shared among several residences. The parcelle is considered a private 
space, because it is technically the home. Depending on its layout—if it is walled or not—
people can sometimes see inside, and therefore there is a sense in which it is also public. De 
Boeck writes, “In many areas of the city, though, the parcelle has been invaded by and lives 
in close proximity and symbiosis with the street. As such, many parcelles are rather ‘public’ 
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private spaces” (2004: 52). I later argue that this shift in the physical layout of the parcelle 
has given rise to ambiguous attitudes regarding what I considered public behavior, and 
further, become a space where women can negotiate between dichotomous categories of 
“public” and “private” behavior.  
During planned parcelle parties, guests are offered food and drinks, and there is 
music, often is accompanied by dancing. Women exercise restraint and modesty depending on 
who is in attendance as well as the nature of the party. Likewise, as will be discussed in 
Chapter Four, young women dress differently depending on whether they are at home or 
going “out.” In my parcelle, which was shared among the four units of the small apartment 
complex, parties were often held to celebrate graduations and birthdays. During these parties, 
I was for the most part encouraged to drink as much beer as I wished because “we are at home 
here, and we don’t have to pretend to be classy,” or, “il faut garder ça classe.” In other 
words, female guests could drink freely without the pressure of managing impressions, mainly 
because of the more private nature of these parties, which were attended mostly by family 
members.  In Femmes de Kinshasa, Comhaire-Sylvain describes dancing done in parcelles: 
 
On voyait souvent danser les cours des parcelles, danses indigènes et 
quelquefois danses européennes, pendent des réunions sociales. Les hommes 
ne participaient à certaines danses congolaises qu’en tant que dans un troisième 
type hommes et femmes dansaient en même temps mais séparément (1968: 
34). 
 
This description, though written in the context of Léopoldville during the late colonial period, 
still resonates today. During one particular birthday parcelle party, a young DJ was hired to 
animate the evening with music. About thirty or so members of my neighbour’s extended 
family were invited. On the dance floor was Martini, her cousin Sandra, and their sisters, 
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demonstrating their dancing skills and knowledge of all of the latest popular choreography. 
They had all memorized dozens of intricate dance choreographies and were delighting in 
performing them for the guests. It was impressive to see their level of mastery, especially 
since they memorized the choreographies just from watching danseuses on television. The 
other guests joined in and mimicked some of the women’s moves, but they mostly moved to 
the music in an improvised fashion. I noticed Martini’s mother proudly watching her 
daughters dance from a nearby table, and was reminded of what Vieux Mobé, a Congolese 
music commentator, once told me: “It’s very important for women to know how to dance. 
Even a husband will be proud of his wife, if she dances well. But everything depends on 
where she is dancing.”   
At one point in the evening, a Mungala29 contemporary ethnic song was played. 
Because many of the women sharing the parcelle are Mungala, they responded 
enthusiastically when the song started blasting through the rented speakers. Most of the 
women rushed to the dance floor to perform the song’s choreography. The song’s central 
dance move involves pointing at one’s private parts at the moment when the lyrics 
“yang’oyo” are sung. As Yang’oyo translate to “this one here,” the pairing of the lyric and the 
dance move leave little doubt as to the sexually suggestive nature of the song. In this case, 
whenever “yang’oyo” was sung, all of the dancing women laughed. One particular woman, 
referred to as “the wild aunt,” took great pleasure in the dance, as well as in seeing me 
perform the yang’oyo pointing gesture. The aunt, and my friends kept encouraging me to 
perform the gesture, and whenever I did, they laughed with delight. Because the party was 
mainly women in attendance, and because attendees were wither related by blood, or very 
                                                
29 From the Bangala ethnic group. 
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close friends, the party became a safe space in which to play without fear of repercussion. The 
following day, while all of the women gathered up the empty beer bottles to return to the 
nearby shop, they teased me telling me “wow, last night you were really partying [making the 
same gestures I was making during the yang’oyo song], you’re becoming less serious!” The  
gesturing performed during that particular song is a ludic dimension with the music, and 
depending on how public the event is, women can engage with the song on more than one 
level. The polysemic quality of the song’s lyrics allow for women to either perform a ludic 
sexuality, or simply ignore the songs alternative meaning.  
In a sense, the women’s reactions to my dancing were expressed to me through mixed 
messages. One the one hand, my “non-serious” performance was remarked on (albeit 
jokingly), signalling to me that I was being watched, and that there is a criteria for what is 
considered “inappropriate” dancing. On the other hand, I felt as though the women were 
relieved to see that I was not managing any impressions in front of them—that I was not 
holding back. I felt that they were happy when they saw me participating in the yang’oyo 
gesturing. I later asked one of my friend’s who was present what she thought her mother was 
thinking when she saw me dancing. She replied, “We see that you know how to be with 
people.” I pressed her further: “But do you think it was inappropriate dancing? Do you think 
they think I’m less serious?” “No!” she responded, “We were all having fun. It’s not like the 
pastor and his wife were at the party. You know that it’s ok, we’re cool here. Sometimes, 
adults [mothers] need to remind us that see what we’re doing.” There is a sense in which, like 
Bateson’s double bind, I was expected to obey two conflicting demands: be “serious” but also 
have fun. I disobeyed what the hegemonic Pentecostal discourse deems “serious” behaviour, 
to obey a kind of light demand on me to “have fun.” While it is true that women negotiate the 
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dichotomy between “serious” and “non-serious” behaviour, what I want to highlight, 
especially in later examples, are the ways in which women and men both suffer from some of 
the contradicting messages set up in dominant discourse.  
 
End-of-School Parties (Primary School and High School) 
 
         The month of July brings with it many celebrations marking the end of the school 
year. High School graduation parties spill out from the campuses onto the streets, and young 
men and women, packed into cars and buses, hang out of windows cheering and whistling as 
they cruise by. When a young person successfully passes the state High School exit exams, 
friends will throw baby powder on their head. On most days in July, one can spot “talcum 
powder throwing” parties on the streets, young people making noise as they drive by, and 
crowded ngandas full of recent graduates drinking beer. It is amid this atmosphere that many 
school parties take place, events that are structured like talent shows. Held most often in 
schools’ outdoor courtyards, these parties are occasions for students to showcase their extra-
curricular talents.  
In addition to high school graduates, students in all grades celebrate the end of the 
school year. I attended three different end-of-year parties, all of which were organized by 
middle schools (grades 5-8). I was either invited to these parties by teachers I had befriended, 
or by young girls with whom I had to come into contact. Two of the three schools were all-
girl schools, but all the parties were open to students’ friends and family members as well. For 
the most part, school party talent shows are dominated by dance performances, fashion shows, 
and beauty contests. School parties are set up with a small stage at the front and a dance floor 
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in the middle, surrounded by rows of chairs set up in a semi-circle formation. In some ways, 
the parties’ spatial arrangements resemble those of popular concerts, where audience 
members are in a position to gaze at performers, as well as to enter the central dance space. 
Both men and women attend, and beer is sometimes served to adults.  
At the party of one of the all-girls schools, a school operated by Catholic nuns, young 
students sported new t-shirts printed with the slogan: filles d’aujourd’hui, femmes de demain 
(girls of today, women of tomorrow). One teacher explained to me, “our school is not only in 
charge of these girls’ intellectual education, we are also teaching them about being young 
women.” As I sat with the rest of the audience in the rows of plastic chairs, I couldn’t help but 
feel uncomfortable watching older male audience members, some of whom were school 
administrators, quietly watching the young girls parade on stage performing dance routines to 
Beyoncé and Shakira songs in their t-shirts that said “girls of today, women of tomorrow.” 
After the show ended, the DJ began to play music, prompting all the students to flood the 
dance floor. I also got up to dance, and was warmly received into the crowd of pre-teen girls, 
all of whom were eager to show off their dance moves in front of me. I noticed several girls 
were drinking from beer bottles. Seeing this, one of the teachers singled out one of the girls 
drinking beer and castigated her, almost making a show of taking the beer away in front of the 
adult spectators. While it signaled to everyone that young girls drinking beer at school was 
not condoned, this public disciplinary act was a lost cause, since by the end of the party, I saw 
that roughly half of the girls (between the ages of 10 and 12) had bottles of beer in their 
hands. This could be interpreted as a moment of subversion, of rebelling against the school’s 
rules. It was not until later that I learned that most end-of-year parties have beer available to 
what one teacher called “the men in the crowd.” 
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Figure 3.3 Students dressed for their end of year party (photo by author) 
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Figure 3.4 (Student dance performance (photo by author) 
 
 
Figure 3.5 End of year party (photo by author) 
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Figure 3.6 End of year party dance floor (photo by author) 
 
As I will discuss later, beer in Kinshasa remains a crucial element in ambiance. 
Though ambiance is regarded by Christianity (both Catholicism and Pentecostalism) with 
negative, morally suspect behaviour, it still creeps into events that are hosted by religious 
affiliated groups, like the parties of Catholic schools. One of my informants, a married woman 
in her early thirties, told me the story of how she met her current husband at one of these end-
of-year parties when she was fourteen years old. Significantly older than her at the time, he 
was already a well-established business man, attending the party to see his sister’s children 
perform. As my informant told me, he watched her perform a theatrical skit and was 
immediately smitten, later introducing himself to her parents. But he waited until she was 
eighteen years old to court her, eventually proposing marriage. This is not an uncommon 
scenario in Kinshasa, and end-of-year parties often become another stage on which filles 
d’aujourd’hui, femmes de demain perform in hopes of attracting male attention.  
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Nightclubs 
 
Nightclubs located in the downtown neighborhood of Gombe have become almost a 
rite of passage for young people. Not all young people will have the luxury of experiencing a 
Gombe nightclub, but those who do tend to proudly remember and recount the experience. 
Young women are often first invited to attend a Gombe nightclub by an older man. In the 
words of one if my informants: 
 
I was so excited and nervous as we entered the nightclub. I had to go to the 
bathroom, and was led there by my date. As I was leaving the bathroom, I was 
blinded by all of the lights, and I remember how dark it was. I had no idea 
what to do so I just waited in the middle of the club, waiting for my date to 
find me. I will never forget that night. 
 
  
There are different categories of nightclubs in Kinshasa. Each nightclub has its own 
reputation. For example, nightclubs in downtown Gombe are considered prestigious by Kinois 
due to their location, and generally associated with rich elites and ex-pats. These nightclubs 
attract foreigners and wealthy patrons, adding to their overall prestige. Certain nightclubs 
have gained a reputation for catering to young women looking to solicit wealthy nightclub 
patrons, and such clubs are thus dubbed by locals as “prostitute bars.” But the more dubious 
reputation of such clubs does not dissuade young men and women from attending.  
However, the most prestigious nightclubs are located in Gombe, classy clubs can also 
be found tucked away in many of Kinshasa’s twenty-six communes. Nightclubs outside of 
Gombe tend to open earlier, around 6 pm, and attract people who want to participate in 
nightlife without having to stay out late. Here, people can enjoy a few hours in a nightclub 
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and then return home by midnight, avoiding any complications with public transportation. 
Most nightclubs in Kinshasa are set up with a dance floor surrounded by mirrors, where men 
and women watch themselves dance. Of course, there is partner dancing on the dance floor, 
but around the periphery one will always find what I call ‘mirror dancers.’ When a popular 
song is played, the entire club often scrambles to the mirrors, jockeying for a position in front. 
What ensues is a synchronized performance of the song’s accompanying choreography. All 
the while, these nightclub dancers (both men and women) have their gazes transfixed by their 
own reflections. 
One evening, I watched a group of mirror dancers take over the entire dance floor to 
perform a choreography made popular by Werrason. These dancers were performing not 
merely one sequence within the choreography, but the entirety of the song’s accompanying 
dance. In some ways, it seemed these nightclub dancers were showing the rest of the club that 
they were ‘in the know’ about popular culture. Throughout the entire song, each dancer gazed 
only at their personal reflection, as if seduced by their own image. Curious, I asked my friend 
Martini about mirror dancing. She promptly replied, “What is there to say? Who doesn’t like 
to dance in front of the mirror? Don’t you? It’s especially fun at a club because of all of the 
ambiance around you. It makes me happy to see all the club lights and people reflected in the 
mirror.” When I brought up mirror dancing with different people, I often heard comments 
like, “When I dance in front of a mirror, I see myself for who I am, and I feel complete.”  It is 
interesting to contemplate the cinematic quality in watching oneself dance in a nightclub in 
front of a mirror. Without delving into a deep Lacanian digression, I suggest that there is 
something reaffirming in seeing oneself performing in front of a mirror, especially for young 
women who are confronted with conflicting messages concerning feminine virtue.  
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The average Kinois knows a vast repertoire of popular dances, and in the same way 
that pop songs become the soundtrack to people’s lives, dance steps are also markers of time. 
Old dance choreography conjures up memories of the past, which makes people feel 
nostalgic, especially when they get together to dance these older steps. For instance, it is not 
uncommon to hear someone say something such as “when I dance the kwassa kwassa, it 
makes me think of the time when I went to a nightclub with my very first boyfriend.” In this 
way, popular dance is closely related to the construction of individual and social memory 
(Fabian 1996; Jewsiewicki 1993; White 2009). Further, popular urban dance can be 
understood as a historical continuum in which “dancing of memories, structures, 
relationships, and signal events (were) meant to make or reinforce expedient histories” 
(Roberts 2013: 96). In other words, popular dance in Kinshasa is vital to the ways in which 
personal histories are constructed. Yet, as I will later elaborate, the creators and trend-setters 
of these imitated dances are socially stigmatized.  
 
Dance Politics and Dancing in Church 
 
In this section, I discuss the distinctions between “good” dancing (in the name of God) 
and “bad” or profane concert dancing. Several scholars highlight the fact that similar dance 
movements may be considered differently depending on the context (Kaeppler 1978; Heath 
1994). The three main genres of music in Kinshasa are “modern,” “traditional,” and 
“religious” (White 2008). To be sure, as in dance, there is aesthetic mixing in the music itself 
(religious music in form is virtually identical to profane music). However, what moves music 
into one category or another is the lyrics.  
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One of my informants, Contre Basse, a former choreographer for King Kester 
Emeneya’s popular band (non-religious) found new sources of income through teaching dance 
to groups of majorettes. Majorettes are generally young women who perform dance routines 
at the front of the Church next to the band. Each week Contre Basse would meet with groups 
of young women, just as he had done with concert danseuses.   
Lesley: The choreographies you teach the majorettes, are they similar to those you 
taught to concert danseuses?  
 
Contre Basse: Yes, but I minimize the hip movement. It’s more of a hip sway than a 
hip thrust.  
 
Lesley: Does anybody at the church make sure that your choreographies are 
appropriate? 
 
Contree Basse: They trust me. But I’m sure if they see something they don’t like they 
will tell me. Actually, one week I included a move that Michael Jackson popularized, 
and they didn’t seem to mind. But normally, churches and pastors hate Michael 
Jackson. They think he works for the devil.  
 
Lesley: So where do you get your inspiration from? 
 
Contre Basse: Well, I’ve been doing this for decades. I have a large body of work I 
can draw from. I take inspiration from everywhere. At this point, it’s all mixed up. No 
one can tell the difference between a traditional dance move, from a concert dance 
move, to a movement you see in Church. It’s all blended. 
 
Lesley: Do the majorettes have a solo in each choreography like the danseuses do? 
 
Contre Basse: No, this is probably one of the main differences. They stay dancing as 
a group, and don’t individually dance.  
 
 
         I observed that most Kinois know how to dance the ndombolo and dance this style at 
parties, funerals, weddings, concerts, and even in church. I recognized little or no difference 
in the form of the ndombolo during church services or during popular concerts. In fact, during 
one church service I witnessed the pastor’s wife gyrate her hips with such fervor that (in my 
opinion) she looked like she could rival any of the women I saw in popular music videos. 
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Dancing is often encouraged in many churches as it believed to bring people closer not only 
to the immediate community of the church but also closer to God; an expression not of faith 
but of fervor or passion for God. Sacred and profane dances exist in opposition within popular 
discourse in Kinshasa. While this may be the case, dance choreography often imbricates 
contexts. 
 Pentecostals in Kinshasa believe that the act of inventing new songs is one that is 
inspired by invisible forces. “Spiritual power and guidance are the basis of all craftsmanship” 
(Pype 2006: 308).  Artists are divided into two camps: “good,” working for God, or “bad,” 
working for the Devil. If, for Christians, ndombolo dancing is considered “bad behavior,” why 
did I observe this dancing during church services? Katrien Pype’s research posits that church 
pastors have become eager to re-appropriate the dance and purify it as “good” dancing that to 
be done in the context of worship (2006). This phenomenon became apparent to me when I 
observed my girlfriend, Romance, dance ndombolo in church one evening. Previously I had 
asked her if she knew how to dance ndombolo, whereupon she denied she did, and reminded 
me that popular music was a space where the Devil lurks. She added that she only used her 
little tape player for Christian songs so as not to “corrupt” it with evil tunes. Yet, that evening 
during a church service, I looked over to find Romance’s pelvis moving in sensuous circles, 
thrusting forward to accentuate the downbeat of the rhythm. I observed that nearly everyone 
in the church was engaging in some form of ndombolo dance, and I even witnessed several 
young men making mayeno gestures, a movement meant to represent young female’s breasts 
popularized by Papa Wemba’s band in the 1980s.  
         After church, I jokingly confronted Romance, telling her she was a better dancer than 
the dancers for popular singer Koffi Olomide. She laughed, and retorted, “Of course I know 
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how to dance! But I dance in the name of God, whereas the girls you are hanging out with 
dance for the Devil. I can dance any way I want as long as people know it’s for Jesus.” Some 
Pentecostal churches consciously appropriate dancing performed in profane contexts, such as 
the concert stage. Hebdige might categorize this as an ideological appropriation (1979: 92). 
Because dancing here is done “in the name of Jesus” and with the intention of spiritual 
worship, it is re-framed and considered “good.” 
 
Conclusion 
 
This chapter has laid the groundwork for the subsequent chapter in which I discuss the 
implications for exposed women like the concert danseuses, whom I understand as 
metaphorical of women’s roles within the public sphere. In the following chapters, I explore 
the how and why in which concert dance, is considered a morally unacceptable career for any 
“serious” woman. This discussion also extends to deeper issues concerning the moral nature 
of women in the workforce. 
 Dance is indeed important to people’s lives in Kinshasa and remains central to 
feminine identity. In this chapter I alluded to the paradoxical relationship most people have 
with dance in Kinshasa. I examined several of the occasions where dancing is done. “Good” 
and “bad” dance categories are not so clearly demarcated, especially as this distinction is 
highly contextual, thereby leading to much slippage. The dance movements themselves are 
not what frame the context. Rather, it is the intention behind the dancing that matters. For 
example, whether the dancing is done “in the name of Jesus,” “to add ambiance to a party,” or 
“to capture men’s attention for monetary gain,” has a bearing on whether the dance will be 
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perceived as moral or immoral. But people’s intentions can be ambiguous, or vary from 
moment to moment, which is why dancing has become a point of contention among many 
Kinois. Due to this slippage, the moral nature of dancing is continuously being debated, 
leaving the morality of the professional concert danseuse in a precarious position.  
I also looked at how Kinois’ attitudes towards dance, in particular dancing done by 
women varies in different contexts. Some of the controversy surrounding the morality of 
popular concert dance can be historically traced back to colonial encounters with the Kongo, 
an ethnic group located in the lower-Congo. For this ethnic group, dance movements often 
overlapped and overflowed between sacred and profane contexts (Covington-Ward 2007). 
That is not to say that there were no distinctions between sacred and secular dances, though 
these distinctions were nebulous, as both categories of dance borrowed from one another. At 
present, it is difficult to discern the aesthetic differences between dancing done across 
different social contexts. Because popular dance is an amalgam of old and new, many dance 
practices associated with particular ethnic groups have become decontextualized. In addition, 
many people born in Kinshasa do not have any real connection to village life and they often 
do not maintain a strong allegiance to a particular ethnicity. 
This chapter acknowledges the importance in observing dance as it is performed in 
different contexts, especially as, I will demonstrate later, it is crucial to the understanding 
gender dynamics and female virtue. Dance in Kinshasa remains central to femininity, and is 
thus an important creative expression for women, however, much depends on the way in 
which femininity is managed through dance. Certain concepts were only briefly touched upon 
such as encadrement, appropriate female behavior, and public “exposure,” play an important 
role in this dissertation. The examination of wake dancing will provide an important contrast 
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to later discussion of the female concert danseuse, while my exploration of end-of-year 
parties skimmed the surface of ideas about female virtue, and male solicitation—themes 
which will be analyzed in greater detail in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 4  
A Virtuous Performance 
  
“Qui peut trouver une femme vertueuse? Elle a bien plus de valeur que les perles.” (Proverbe 
31:10) 
  
 Introduction 
  
  
Discussions concerning virtue go as least as far back as Aristotle. In contrast to Plato, 
who argues there is an opposition between rationality and a sensuous engagement with the 
world, Aristotle reconciles the divide among contemplative thought, reasoned action (praxis), 
and creative production (poiesis) in a wide range of social settings (McKeon 1947). Inspired 
by Aristotelian virtue ethics, scholars such as Lambek (2000), Laidlaw (2002), and Schulz 
(2011) explore the varying ways virtue and a “virtuous life” can be conceived. Though these 
scholars’ anthropological engagement with concepts of virtue relate to religious practice, their 
focus on Aristotelian thought in understanding moral agencies can in part be applied to the 
themes within this dissertation. 
In simplified anthropological terms, Levi-Strauss’ structural-functionalist 
interpretations can be framed as Platonic, while Bourdieu’s theory of praxis falls under the 
Aristotelian banner. For Aristotle, morality is learned through habitual practice; and comes to 
be embedded as a disposition. According to Aristotelian thought, morality can be embodied, 
however not in the same immediate way as, say, riding a bicycle. I do not wish to enter into a 
debate about whether virtue is a habit of feeling (Burnyeat 1980, Kosman 1980) or something 
actually practiced. Further, I am less concerned in identifying the moral agencies of women in 
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Kinshasa (whether Kinois women are moral or not). Rather, I focus on (particularly in 
subsequent chapters) the impact of certain social practices on local notions of female virtue.  
In her article “Renewal and Enlightenment: Muslim Women’s Biographic Narratives 
of Personal Reform in Mali” Dorothea Schulz argues for the ways in which Malian Muslim 
women effectively exercise their moral agency by joining female-run religious groups. Her 
informants speak of the jealousy they feel due to their husbands giving gifts to mistresses 
(2011: 102). These married women express feelings of shame for what they perceive to be 
materialistic desires for either more wealth or for the control of wealth. Consequently, they 
“reform” themselves by joining religious groups that help them get closer to God, thus 
reinforcing their personal feelings of virtue.   
Despite what Schulz argues in her analysis of Muslim women’s moral agencies, I posit 
that the notion of female virtue place women in Kinshasa in a kind of double bind. Though 
women in Kinshasa may be able to feel virtuous through performing symbols of virtue—an 
act with the potential to bring them closer to what they believe to be virtuous—they find it 
difficult to convince others, especially men that they are virtuous, in part because it’s difficult 
to be virtuous within a context of a failed state. In this way, I do not focus on how praxis can 
facilitate virtue, nor on the subjective experiences of virtue, rather I center my discussions in 
this particular chapter on people’s perceived ideas about virtuous and non-virtuous women. 
Inspired by Weber’s ideal types (Weber 1904/1949), I examine the way in which women 
perceived as non-virtuous deviate from local notions of the ideal woman. In this chapter I 
examine local opposing images, which may be seen as ideal types (whether or not they are 
seen as ideal virtues) to understand the dichotomous relationship between virtue and non-
virtue. 
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Goffman’s performative model of impression management (1959) has its limitations 
when analyzing virtuous female behaviour in Kinshasa. Women do not always deploy 
virtuous symbols simply to convey virtuous images of themselves, but may also do so to feel 
or believe themselves to be virtuous. Lambek points out that an Aristotelian understanding of 
virtue moves beyond simply performing or practicing certain habits, such as abiding by 
certain dress codes. 
 
What Bourdieu emphasizes about practice is habit and strategy, whereas for 
Aristotle phronesis is both intellectual, in that it entails reasoning, and virtuous, 
in that its end is human flourishing. Phronesis is not calculative, instrumental 
reason. The exercise of judgment implies the exercise of good judgment (and 
not merely cleverness). (2001:309). 
  
I argue that women often genuinely want to be perceived as virtuous by the general public, 
but given dominant cynicism in regards to women’s motivations and behaviour, they are 
denied any real opportunity to convince anyone of their virtue. 
One evening, as I was preparing to go out to a concert, one of my neighbours walked 
into my bathroom. Seeing the makeup I was putting on, she gasped and told me: “You can’t 
leave the house like that! Look at the way you’ve drawn on your eyebrows! Femme libre!” 
This instance is just one example of how Kinois are continuously analyzing and criticizing the 
public behaviour of women. Acceptable behaviour for a woman is in part characterized by 
symbols of femininity, which she deploys to perform femininity. From the way she paints on 
her eyebrows, to the items she keeps in her purse, a woman’s virtue is performed through 
signs and symbols. In this way, the realm of semiotics is important to the construction of 
virtuous feminine behaviour. 
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Women in Kinshasa are often blamed for the moral decay within African society, 
perhaps one of President Mobutu’s legacies—in the 1970s prostitutes were blamed for the 
country’s moral and even economic decay (Wilson 1981: 167). While this will be explored in 
greater detail in the following chapter, it is worth noting here that images of women as 
unvirtuous temptresses abound in popular culture, religious doctrine, and “traditional” 
mythology. Throughout my fieldwork, I observed the ways in which my close informants 
managed their impressions in efforts to mitigate some of the stereotypes circulating about 
Kinois women. This chapter examines several ways in which women circumvent some of the 
challenges posed by the binary between “good” and “bad” women set up in dominant 
discourse. Before entering into discussions about how female morality is negotiated, we must 
acknowledge the connection between “values which are derived from a larger metaphysical 
whole” and what is actually practiced (Howell 1997:4). 
Pype delineates several domains that shape dominant discourse about marriage and 
sexuality. She lists ethnic-based codes of behaviour, Christianity, popular non-religious 
music, and national governmental initiatives (2012: 234). Images circulate within these 
domains about what is considered the “ideal type of woman.” These different domains often 
interact with each other. One example is in how government rhetoric within former dictator 
Mobutu’s doctrine of authenticité complements Christian ideas of womanhood, as well as 
those found within ethnic practices concerning marriage and sexuality. Mobutu’s government 
implored women (especially women identified as femmes libres) to express their patriotism 
(Wilson 1982) by leaving behind their morally corrupt lifestyles, and returning to the more 
“traditional” roles of mother and wife (La Fontaine 1974; MacGaffey 1988). Some scholars 
have discussed the connections between nation building, moral values, and cultural 
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authenticity, through symbols promoted of the woman-as-nation (Kandiyoti 1993; Yuval-
Davis and Anthias 1989; Schulz 2000). Women, especially in 1970s Zaire were considered by 
the state to be in need of social reform. Their so-called illicit behaviour with regards to luring 
men into sexual relationships outside of marriage was something that the state perceived as 
needing to be policed. In an official IWY conference on May 20, 1975, a code for a morale 
révolutionnaire was drafted: 
 
1.  The unconditional support of the efforts of the “helmsman to 
a.  suppress nightclubs and brothels (maisons de tolerance) 
b.  regulate and limit hours of bars 
c.  support decent dress for the Zairian mother 
d.  suppress prostitution 
2.  Severe sanctions for reactionary women who continued their ways 
3.  The need for women to show patriotism and revolutionary consciousness 
4.  The creation of feminine brigades to educate women in their role as mother and 
educator 
5.  Strict censure of music, theatre, books, movies, and artists 
6.  Ban on all pornography 
7.  Severe sanctions for pornographers 
8.  Limit and reorganize of all orchestras 
9.  Reform the civil code to protect the family in line with the principles of 
authenticity 
10.  An appeal to the President for a statute guaranteeing the rights of widows and 
children in case of death of the head of the house (Bureau Politique 1975: 40-42, 
Trans. Wilson 1982). 
  
 
In addition to traditional and colonial codifications of morality, another dimension 
which both contributes to and is shaped by prevailing normative ideas of femininity is that of 
the economic sphere. Kinshasa has been ravaged by decades of exceptional economic 
hardship. It is in this atmosphere that women who are characterized as “non-virtuous” have 
become the locus of moral panic (Cole and Thomas 2009). This is true in many other African 
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contexts. In their edited volume of articles, McCurdy and Hodgson offer the following 
observation concerning women in Africa: 
 
Anxious to preserve existing social orders, local and state officials blamed 
unconventional women for community problems, rather than acknowledge 
that their own programs and policies created difficulties. These women and 
their actions were construed as the cause rather than the symptom, thereby 
enabling others to lay the responsibility for all the scourges of society on their 
laps (2001:14). 
  
 
As I will describe in the subsequent chapter, I posit that, while there are clear 
categories of “non-virtuous” women in Kinshasa—for instance the concert danseuse—the 
anxiety over female morality extends to all segments of society, and affects the ways in which 
all women are perceived within emerging labour positions. In other words, suspicion and 
labels are not only foisted on marginal women (Cornwall 2002), but rather all Kinois women 
must grapple with distrust from others, men and women alike.  
In the context of contemporary Kinshasa where delayed marriage, high divorce rates, 
and the necessity of dual income families have become major sources of social tension, a 
crisis has emerged over women’s morality, and specifically over female virtue.30 As women 
are increasingly holding new positions in the job market (both out of necessity but also due to 
the increase in women’s education rates) they face new challenges in terms of how they 
manage their behaviour in public. Women are becoming increasingly visible in the public 
work sphere as they occupy new positions in fields such as journalism, politics, and 
professional dance. However, there are certain jobs that married women do not do, largely 
                                                
30 Between 1955-1996, UNICEF reported that while women were delaying marriage, fertility rates were 
increasing, from 4.9 to 7.3 children per woman.  
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because these jobs are though to “expose” women. New social stigmas relating to new female 
modes of employment have emerged and, as I suggest, must be brought into larger 
conversations of public visibility and moral discourse. 
As part of the “ideal type” methodology, I asked both men and women to list some 
jobs they thought less “serious” women would hold. In this way, I was able to obtain real 
examples of the polarized types of women and the type of work they are thought to do. In 
subsequent chapters, I will more closely examine the stigmatization of women in jobs 
considered to be the least serious, including journalists, money-changers, and especially 
professional concert dancers. One man dismissed all the jobs on my list until finally saying, 
“No job is really ideal for a woman. She must stay at home to be virtuous.” How then, is a 
woman to remain virtuous when the economic climate in Kinshasa is such that women are 
forced into the public work sphere? I advance that this conflict between economic need and 
the desire to manage one’s own image is but one of the several double binds faced by women 
in modern day Kinshasa. 
  
Married vs. Single 
 
One afternoon, after she learned that I was 31 and unmarried, I had a heart-to-heart 
with my friend’s mother, Mama Jeanne. 
Mama Jeanne: You are still young, but you are getting older. I’m sure where you are 
from, you don’t need to marry so young. But, you need to hurry up because you might 
not be able to have children later. 
 
Lesley: That’s true. But don’t worry. I will make this a priority when I return home. 
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Mama Jeanne: Good! Enjoy yourself now. You can do your research without any 
husband problems [laughing]. 
 
Lesley: Do unmarried women in Kinshasa feel freer than if they were married? 
 
Mama Jeanne: Of course! You know, as a single woman, you can have romances, but 
this must end once you’re married, because it is very shameful for a woman to have 
affairs. Men can have a deuxième bureau, but this is forbidden for a woman. We are 
all femmes libres before marriage. 
 
Lesley: Femme libre? Doesn’t this mean a non-serious woman? 
 
Mama Jeanne: Yes! All single women are naughty [laughing]. But then there comes 
a time when they must get serious. 
 
Lesley: So, if I am unmarried, I’m automatically a femme libre? 
 
Mama Jeanne: Well, yes. I’m not saying you are not serious, but you can do 
whatever you want. But of course, don’t get carried away because you can ruin your 
reputation. 
  
Marriage, referred to as libala in Lingala, continues to be an important marker of adulthood in 
Kinshasa (Pype 2012: 243). A “proper” marriage in Kinshasa generally involves three 
ceremonies—customary, church, and civic (Thirat 1999). But even prior to the marriage, a 
suitor must ask his potential bride’s parents for her hand in marriage. Because there has been 
extensive intermarrying between ethnic groups, customs have now become somewhat 
amalgamated. For the most part, depending on the resources available to the suitor, the bride 
price is given to the woman’s family during what is called the “customary marriage” when he 
presents himself to her family. There were many occasions when marriage was brought up 
with my informants, and I would ask them what they thought about the three different 
ceremonies. Depending on who you ask, people will rank these marriages on different degrees 
of importance. For instance, someone who is particularly involved in his or her church will 
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claim the church wedding is the most important. Pastors and priests will also concur that the 
church ceremony is superior to the other weddings. Still others will insist that the traditional 
wedding must come first, particularly because this is the occasion when la dote, or bride price 
is offered, followed by the Church wedding. Finally nuptials are made official at the 
municipal city hall.  
Due to an economic climate whereby the majority of Kinois survive on a day-to-day 
basis, achieving marriage is difficult. Bride prices are just one of the deterrents. As a result, a 
cohabitation system of yaka tovanda (come live together) is often an alternative to marriage. 
From my various interviews with pastors, as well as with parents, I learned that the system of 
yaka tovanda is condemned by the church as well as by most families. 
As outlined in the historical chapter, the Belgian colonial government set up a binary 
between femme libre and femme mariée. This distinction still exists in contemporary 
Kinshasa. Women living as “free women” or ndumba––a category first imposed by colonial 
officials––pose a threat to society as they remain largely outside the control of male kin, such 
as fathers, or husbands (MacGaffey 1974; Pype 2012). The term femme libre can itself be 
interpreted on different levels. In the most literal sense, any unmarried woman is technically 
“libre,” or free to do as she pleases. But the term is also used perjoratively, with implications 
of promiscuity rooted in a legacy of colonialism. The term is therefore frequently and 
conveniently used to morally rebuked single women. Because of the highly contextual nature 
of the term itself, and because being single is conflated with immoral behaviour, unmarried 
women are consistently confronted with being called out as “non-virtuous.” Similarly, in a 
Nigerian context, Cornwall notes, “But any women who choose to stand alone outside a 
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marital relationship are portrayed as those who chase after men for money” (Cornwall 2002: 
973). 
The freedom associated with the lifestyle of the unmarried woman is a source of male 
anxiety. In Femme Libre, Femme Enchainée, Congolese scholar Wamuela cites liberty as a 
major impetus for prostitution: “Contrairement à la femme mariée qui très souvent doit céder 
a la volonté de son mari, la femme libre dépend d’elle-même […] 38% des femmes ont cité la 
liberté comme un avantage de la prostitution” (1986: 41). John Chernoff calls attention to the 
fact that Ghanaian bar girls are not stigmatized because of the explicit ways they gain money 
through sex, but rather because they operate outside of patriarchal control (2003: 74). There is 
a sense in which all women are assumed to have an inherent potential for immoral behaviour 
rooted in their sexuality, and tshis belief is particularly prevalent in the case of unmarried 
women. This sexual power, or what Okeke in Hidgson & McCurdy (2001) refer to as “bottom 
power,” causes concern among men—a topic that I will explore more deeply in the following 
chapter. In Misty Bastian’s work on circulating images of female teen witches within 
Nigerian popular culture (2001; 2002) she stipulates that accusations against the immorality 
of young women lay bare the weakening control of older patriarchal structures. Yet, often, 
young women in this context are unaware of their “witchy” powers (2002: 93). As I will later 
highlight, many Pentecostal churches in Kinshasa attempt to control single women through 
various means, one of which is spiritual exorcism. 
In an interview with one market woman, Janet MacGaffey questions why a woman 
would choose to remain married to a husband who squanders the family’s combined income. 
“Why does Mama Tabala stay married to a man who contributes nothing to family support? 
Because being married to a man is a more respectable social status than being a ndumba” 
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(1991: 143). Most Kinois share this attitude toward marriage. Likewise, the majority of 
churches in Kinshasa condemn breaking off a marriage. Nevertheless, many women chose to 
remain unmarried because they value the autonomy they have over their finances as a single 
woman. Several scholars have discussed the benefits that lead women to choose to remain 
unmarried. For instance, in Gracia Clark’s Onions Are My Husband (1991), she highlights the 
plight of market women who struggle to control of their household resources.  De Herdt & 
Marysse (1999) similarly point out that many female moneychangers or cambistes in Zaire 
remain unmarried for strategic purposes—something I will examine in greater detail in the 
next chapter. MacGaffey’s book The Real Economy (1991) co-written with several Congolese 
scholars such as Walu Engendu also point to the ways in which earlier Family Codes such as 
Law 87-019, Article 496 can compromise a woman’s financial earnings by empowering her 
husband to assume control over the household finances (1991: 36). However, autonomy does 
not come without a price. Many women who independently earn money are considered 
morally suspect. This suspicion partly stems from a relationship of encadrement highlighted 
here by MacGaffey: “They [women] will experience difficulty and often great hardship in 
supporting a family without some form of sexual dependency and male protection” (1974: 
147). This notion of encadrement is something that will be dealt with in more detail in 
subsequent chapters. Gaining employment in Kinshasa is based on social connections, and it 
is widely assumed that women with well-paying jobs have gained them through having 
relations with a man. In contrast to this stigma, writing about women in Nigeria, Cornwall 
highlights that women are enabled to work so long as they remain under their husband’s 
control. 
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Women who provide for themselves are regarded without reproval as long as 
they remain wives. But when they dislocate themselves from the subject position 
of wife at a stage in their life courses where they are expected to remain "under a 
man" and do what men do establish independent households, obey no one's 
instructions—they encroach on the space marked as "husband." To recuperate 
the idea of "husbands," a man needs to be figured into the picture. Independent 
women, then, become the voracious ilemosu (2002:975). 
  
 
In Kinshasa it is difficult for a married woman to occupy new positions of employment in 
sectors other than in the informal economy, because of the perceived immorality of the public 
sphere. This is something I shall further unpack in the subsequent chapter. 
  
  
Performing Virtue Through Symbols 
 
  
In his influential The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, (1959), Erving Goffman 
draws on theatrical metaphors to theorize about the ways in which people in their everyday 
lives manage settings, clothing, words, and nonverbal actions in efforts to give a particular 
impression to others––a process called “impression management.” He writes, “all the world is 
not, of course, a stage, but the crucial ways in which it isn't are not easy to specify.” Goffman 
describes each individual’s “performance” as the presentation of self––an effort to create 
specific impressions in the minds of others. Impression management is context dependent, as 
actors tailor their actions within the social drama to suit each situation and in order to achieve 
specific goals. If the individual/performer succeeds, the audience will view the actor as he or 
she wants to be viewed. Schulz takes this analysis one step further and suggests that the very 
act of performing can transform the actor. Her informants, women in urban Mali, seek to 
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“reform” their behaviours, which they believe to be corrupted, and are able to effectively do 
so by performing ritual prayer in public: 
 
In addition to this emphasis on personal reform, Muslim women stress the 
need to extend their call to a broader constituency, and they single out ritual 
practice as the key domain for doing so. Engagement in publicized ritual 
prayer and religious celebrations is meant to validate the genuine nature of a 
woman’s pious transformation and thus her status as a true believer (2011: 95) 
  
By managing their impressions, these women may not only be convincing others they are 
virtuous, they also derive satisfaction themselves, feeling ultimately closer to God. 
Lye M. Yoka, a prominent intellectual and current general director of l’Institut 
National des Arts (L’INA), describes Kinshasa as “une ville spectacle,” likening the city to a 
performative space in which subjectivities are produced and performed. Here, individuals 
behave like actors, making use of signs and symbols to convey images that reflect their 
personhoods. Indeed, many individuals deploy certain signs and symbols in public to do what 
Goffman refers to as managing impressions. However, I suggest that these public 
performances go beyond the taking into account the perceptions other people, in many cases 
affecting the individual’s sense of self. Put another way, tactics that people employ to manage 
their impressions are also a means of managing their feelings about themselves.  
Because it is a normative concept, the notion of virtue is ambiguous and continuously 
shifting depending on the context. As Sally Cole asserts, this is not surprising because it is 
normative and thus ideological in nature (1991). Despite the methodological challenges 
presented in defining virtue, it remains integral to societies across time and space, and can be 
studied in the ways people deploy signs and symbols in relation to this idea. Furthermore, 
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precisely because of its shifting, context-dependent definitions, in order to better understand 
virtue, it is important to observe the situations where virtue is performed, as well a how 
people position themselves in relation to it. “If there can be a better way for the real world to 
include one of images, it will require an ecology not of real things but of images as well” 
(Sontag 1978: 180). 
In the following sections, I examine several signs and symbols linked to the notion of 
female virtue, in order to better understand how some women transgress these ideal types, 
either intentionally or unintentionally. Further, I will analyze the relationship between these 
signs and symbols of virtue and the notion female exposure. 
 
Beer 
  
 
As I previously outlined in the historical section, in colonial Léopoldville, women who 
drank in bars were considered ndumba, as married women were expected to stay at home. 
Being a married woman and participating in ambiance continues to be perceived as 
contradictory. Likewise, beer remains a potent symbol of Kinshasa’s nightlife, and its 
consumption is not congruous with appropriate feminine behaviour. Consuming alcohol, 
specifically beer, in public is regarded as not only unladylike but also morally suspect. 
Though plenty of women drink beer in bars and terrasses, the ideal type, or the virtuous 
woman, refrains from drinking. Instead, when given the choice, the woman who wishes to 
present herself as a femme serieuse will choose Coca-Cola or another non-alcoholic beverage. 
In some cases (though not many), red wine can be an alternative to beer, and will not 
compromise a woman’s virtue. Being virtuous is often tied to how one appears in public. On 
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many occasions, I observed my girlfriends, who I had seen drink beer, refuse alcohol when 
we were in public with a group of men and older women. Some of these young women even 
went as far as lying, telling people at the table that they did not drink alcohol.  Stories or 
gossip (songi songi) about men or women who are caught drinking beer when they claim not 
to drink are amusing topics of conversation in Kinshasa, especially when the story involves a 
person who claims to be religious.  As it is said to engender immoral behaviour, Pentecostal 
discourse does not condone the consumption of beer for either men or women, and pastors 
and their wives are expected to lead by example and refrain from drinking. 
 One of my informants, Contre Basse is also a well-known dance choreographer who 
is frequently hired by Pentecostal churches to teach young female church dancers, or 
majorettes, dance choreography to perform in church. As such, he finds himself training girls 
in church courtyards or in the pastor’s own parcelle. One such parcelle is the setting for a 
story that Contre Basse recounted to me, a scenario that he claims to have seen with his own 
eyes. One afternoon, after Contre Basse had finished giving his dance lesson, and once all the 
majorettes had left, he noticed the pastor’s wife sitting on a plastic chair watching the front 
door of the parcelle. When the door opened, her son entered holding a plastic market basket. 
She waved him over, and with one swift move, took a bottle of beer out of the basket and 
wrapped it up in a pagne. With her disguised beer bottle in hand, she surveyed her parcelle 
before taking a sip. Contre Basse tells me that he is “an expert at staying invisible” during this 
kind of situation, which is why he managed to witness the pastor’s wife’s private 
transgression. Contre Basse animated the story with gestures, acting out certain parts, making 
the telling all the more delightful. We both laughed as he described the “mummified” beer 
bottle, which the woman had wrapped up in what can be considered as the most feminine 
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symbol in Kinshasa––the pagne. Contre Basse pointed out that the pastor’s wife had literally 
been hiding her beer behind tradition. 
I incorporated this story into my methodology, often recounting it to women I met to 
gauge their reactions. For the most part, they responded by laughing cynically, remarking on 
the proliferation of faux pasteurs, or hypocrites, who run churches. One woman told me, “If 
her husband didn’t preach against drinking, she would be allowed to have a drink once in a 
while. Now she has to hide it, otherwise people will comment.”  
  
Staying Home 
  
 
As they are used as private space but nonetheless sometimes remain within the 
public’s view, De Boeck refers to parcelles as “private public spaces” (De Boeck 2008: 132). 
For De Boeck, distinctions between the public and private in Kinshasa are slippery. I argue 
that, while the space of the parcelle is not really fully private, or closed off from the public 
view, it nevertheless continues to be considered to be a private space. If a parcelle were 
considered to be public, young women would never be permitted to stroll around their 
parcelles dressed as they pleased, in clothes that are revealing. Kinshasa is a city where 
personal space is conceived of differently, and where having a fully enclosed house––one that 
is not in view of neighbours and passers by—is a luxury. Empiric observations concerning 
space are therefore problematic. 
Though some scholars like De Boeck (2004) have problematized the distinction 
between public and private in Kinshasa, Kinois themselves identify a distinct dichotomy 
between “being at home,” or, rester à la maison and “being out”, or être sortie. Binary 
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thinking informs people’s perspectives in Kinshasa, and often public discourse shapes and is 
shaped by this way of thinking. As such I use dichotomies such as public and private, or good 
and bad, as they themselves are used emically. To be sure, grey areas always exist, that is to 
say that women play with the limitations imposed by hegemonic norms, but, in striving to 
understand local conceptions of women’s virtue, it is important to gauge these in the same 
way Kinois would. 
Similar to a woman’s refusal to drink beer, staying at home, or not going out in public 
to socialize, is seen as a sign of virtue. Indeed, women are not expected to remain prisoners of 
their homes, however, being at home is a strong symbol, and is a source of pride for women. 
Cole touches on this in her research on women in Madagascar: 
 
Although the idea of women married and in the home has always been more 
relevant to middle class than lower class notions of adult femininity, it is an 
ideal that many urbanites seek to achieve, even if financial circumstances 
prevent most people from doing so (2004: 9). 
 
  
Similarly, in Kinshasa, staying at home has become a kind of luxury, or a sign of affluence, as 
more women are pushed into the labour market in order to subsist. Further, in recent years 
many non-governmental organizations have campaigned to encourage young women to stay 
in school and pursue higher education, often citing high divorce rates as a reason to become 
independent and self-sufficient.  In the following interview, my seventeen-year-old friend and 
neighbour Maggie expressed her desire to be financially independent from her future husband, 
as she recognized the possibility that she might eventually have to raise a family on her own. 
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Maggie: I’m going to beauty school because I want to own my own salon one day. 
 
Lesley: Will you also have a family? 
 
Maggie: Yes, of course, but I know that it is very hard to remain at home without 
working. I can’t expect my future husband to make all the money. Also, what if, God 
forbid, he dies, or he leaves me? What would I do if I didn’t have a job? 
 
Lesley: So, the women who stay at home are taking a risk? 
 
Maggie: Some are, but the only women who stay at home comfortably are the ones 
whose husbands are rich, and they can afford to keep their woman at home. 
 
Lesley: So what do those women do when something happens to their husbands? 
 
Maggie: They suffer. A lot of women have to go back and live with members of their 
families, or they go look for boyfriends. Many find men to take care of them. 
  
When a woman does stay home, she makes a performance of it in front of those 
around her. Je sort pas aujourd’hui or “I’m not going out today” carries with it a symbolic 
and performative dimension. My friend Martini would often joke with me and say, “Today 
I’m staying home, I’m not leaving. I’ve become serious. Today I’m a serious woman.” 
Though comments like these were often tongue in cheek, they are nevertheless reflective of 
the dominant public discourse concerning the role of women in Kinshasa’s society. I often 
overheard women criticizing other women for “going out all the time”––elle sort a chaque 
moment.  
In her analysis of Pentecostal television melodramas, Katrien Pype touches on the idea 
of the “bad girl.” She writes, “crucially the ‘bad girl’ reflects modern and urban dispositions 
of young single women: extremely mobile, they do not remain in their homes but create 
networks outside the family and escape the control of patriarchal structures” (2011: 212). It 
  
 
135 
follows that good girls or virtuous women stay at home within sight of their families. It is not 
uncommon for boyfriends to keep an eye on the comings and goings of their girlfriends. And, 
for their part, women are just as suspicious of their boyfriends and husbands. Men and women 
keeping in touch via mobile phone in order to track each their partners’ activities. For 
instance, many boyfriends require that their girlfriends constantly check in with them, 
especially in the evening. One of my informants told me that her boyfriend calls her every 
night around midnight to make sure she’s in bed. “When he calls me at night, he’s very sweet 
and gives me a kiss goodnight through the phone, but I know that he’s also checking to make 
sure I’m really at home.” Another friend of mine claims that her boyfriend bribes her 
parcelle’s night watchman to keep tabs on her. She says that if she leaves her house at night, 
the night watchman will call her boyfriend to alert him of her activity. This is not an 
uncommon practice in Kinshasa. One woman I got to know well informed me that her 
chauffeur tells her husband all of the places she frequents during her day. To be sure, only 
men with money to spare can afford to bribe people in this way. But there are some who 
obviously find it worth it in order to control their girlfriends and wives. 
  
  
Politics of Dress  
  
 
Schulz argues that moral personhood in all its complexity and ambiguity can be 
gleaned through an observation of sartorial practices (2007). I take Schulz’s analysis one step 
further by first invoking Goffman’s theory of impression management within my examination 
of women’s clothing. I then complicate this idea by advancing that, through dress, people are 
not merely trying to persuade others to seeing them in a certain light. Goffman writes: 
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When an individual projects a definition of the situation and thereby makes 
an implicit or explicit claim to be a person of a particular kind, he 
automatically exerts a moral demand upon the others, obliging them to value 
and treat him in the manner that persons of his kind have a right to respect 
[...] The others find, then, that the individual has informed them as to what is 
and what they ought to see as “is” (1959: 13). 
  
 
In the urban context of Kinshasa, dressing, both symbolic and material, is crucial to the 
negotiation of female identity, a woman’s social role, and moral discourse about womanhood. 
I show that clothing is intimately tied to the roles women assume and play out in their daily 
lives. Women in Kinshasa tend to change their clothing several times a day to suit the social 
context. As mentioned in the previous section, women dress differently within the space of 
their home than they would outside. In one way, people’s sartorial practices can contribute to 
discussions concerning the meaning of public and private and to how dichotomous categories 
are negotiated to become means of transgressing hegemonic norms. In another way, clothing 
choices reveal the ambiguity of female morality, and the ways in which women navigate 
ambiguities through practices of deploying different symbols in different contexts. 
Pagnes are colourful printed material, also known as wax. The material is used to 
fabricate all models of dresses, skirts, shirts, and pants. Indeed, it is a potent medium with 
which women can express their creativity.32 Beyond creativity, panges are often sold to 
commemorate special occasions, advertise political parties, and even proverbs.    
 
 
                                                
32 For more about fashion in Africa see Allman (2004); Hansen (2004) Hansen & Madison (2013). 
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Le pagne est donc très vite devenu une sorte d’enseigne sur laquelle on 
pouvait fixer divers messages politiques, religieux ou éducatifs. Il n’a pas 
seulement été utilisé, très littéralement, comme panneau publicitaire pour 
promouvoir divers produits ou arborer des portraits de politiciens et de 
dirigeants religieux. Souvent aussi des proverbes et des dictons moralisateurs 
furent associés aux motifs des tissus (De Boeck 2006: 31). 
  
Women old and young dream up new patterns for dresses. Trends in styles are discernable––a 
keen eye can identify the year a dress was made based on its style. This material has an 
interesting history, one that I will not discuss here. However it should be mentioned that 
Mobutu’s authenticity campaign gave value to the pagne by insisting that it was the only way 
women could reflect traditional African values and aesthetics. Pagnes continue to be 
signifiers of tradition, femininity, and virtue. Women continue to wear pagnes, and some 
universities encourage young women to attend class at least once a week dressed in pagnes. 
Despite the fact the pagnes are associated with conservatism and tradition, many women play 
with these signifiers, subverting them by how they wear their pagnes. For instance, most 
women design their pagnes to be skin tight, revealing the silhouette of their body. In this way, 
even if the pagne is floor-length, covering a woman’s legs entirely, she can nevertheless 
seductively show off her curves by walking in a particular way. Many women also design the 
top halves of their pagnes to be low-cut, or decolté. This is but one way in which women are 
able to play with traditional signifiers of virtue. 
During my time in Kinshasa, I had several pagnes made for myself. My girlfriends 
helped advise me on choosing the different pagnes’ designs. When I went to the tailor for 
fittings, the top half of the pagne was always so tight that I had trouble squeezing into it, and 
my friends had to help me pull the garment over my head. They would say “tout le monde sais 
qu’il faut se battre pour mettre les pagnes” or,  “everyone knows that you must fight to put on 
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the pagne.” I felt constricted in the tight cotton fabric, and couldn’t imagine a woman wearing 
something so tight when she was out running errands in the daytime heat. I made a point of 
wearing my pagnes when I met with political officials or when I attended Church. Whenever I 
dressed in pagnes, I felt like a lady—I moved differently because the fabric was so tight, and I 
was forced to take small, mindful steps. 
Women prefer to wear pagnes loosely wrapped around their waists like sarongs while 
they do household chores. This way of dressing at home is practical, as women can move 
freely and can use their skirt as a kind of apron. I also observed that women will wear sexy, 
revealing clothing at home, clothing they would not wear outdoors in public. The young 
women who shared my apartment parcelle all wore skin-tight clothes, such as jean shorts and 
lycra tank tops, when they were at home. But the moment they needed to go out to the corner 
store, they would change into clothing that covered more of their bodies. Workers, repairmen, 
or people passing the parcelle’s open door would see the girls inside the parcelle. Aware of 
these people noticing them, the girls would strategically position themselves near the 
parcelle’s entrance. In this way, they could show off their bodies without being reprimanded 
for acting seductively, or at any cost to their reputation, as they were technically inside the 
space of their home courtyard. 
Managing one’s impression through clothing is a constant across class and gender in 
Kinshasa. From the housemaid who puts on her wig and changes into blue jeans to go to the 
neighbourhood market, to the young woman who changes into her church clothes in secret, 
dressing is a powerful point of entry into discussing shifting moral contexts. The following 
story illustrates some of the ways in which fashion and morality are intimately connected in 
Kinshasa. 
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After catching up with my friend Linda over a few beers at a neighbourhood bar, she 
expressed her desire to attend her usual Thursday evening church service, inviting me to join. 
I voiced my concern about the fact that we had just been drinking, and that people in Church 
might smell the beer on our breath. She laughed, and assured me that we would buy some 
chewing gum––one of her “tricks.” Not only would we buy chewing gum, but Linda knocked 
on a stranger’s door near the Church and requested permission to enter their parcelle so that 
she could change out of her short sundress into her pagne dress. At first I was confused, and 
not sure if she knew the family whose courtyard she was entering, but it was later made clear 
to me that they were indeed strangers and that her outfit change was not considered an 
uncommon thing for a woman to do. Once wearing her church-appropriate dress, my friend’s 
whole demeanour changed as well. It was as though she was entering a new role––that of the 
church-going “serious” girl. This change in attitude was not unlike what Johnson-Hanks 
describes when she writes: “Performing the purportedly outward sign of an interior condition 
develops the habit of that condition, like Pascalian belief that emerges from prayer, but does 
not initially motivate it” (2006: 64). This is perhaps one example to illustrate the limitations in 
the understanding that “performing the self” as Goffman understands it through impression 
management. The act of changing outfits to suit the context was not simply an act of fitting in, 
and signalling to others that she is a “serious” girl, but rather a means of actually becoming 
serious. Later that night, at home, I recounted the story to several of my girlfriends to gauge 
their reactions. They all informed me that, because of these “sneaky” tactics, it is difficult to 
distinguish “serious” girls from “non-serious” ones. To make matters more complicated, my 
friends told me that most girls find themselves in similar situations, wherein they have to 
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change in secret to attend different social events to avoid unwanted criticism. Thus, there is 
something more complex at work here than simply hypocritical behaviour. 
Lye M. Yoka explained in an interview that Kinois play a “game of masks or 
disguises,” and that everyone knows this “game is being played.” It can be said that Yoka’s 
analysis is consistent with that of Goffman, and indeed Yoka is not the only Kinois man to 
hold these views. There is a sense in which men expect women to perform an idea of virtue, a 
performance that can take many guises. While one may well applaud the agility with which 
women negotiate the constraints of expected feminine behaviour, this “game playing” also 
creates profound distrust within relationships, leaving women more vulnerable to moral 
criticisms. Consequently, no matter how much effort a woman may make to appear virtuous 
(which, like what Schulz advances, may make her feel virtuous), overwhelming cynicism 
coming from both men and women, render her efforts unsuccessful. As Yoka cynically puts 
forth “women are only really acting anyway.” 
Perhaps the most conspicuous advocate of the ideal “good” girl is the Catholic 
Church. The proverb cited at the beginning of this chapter is ubiquitous in Kinshasa; it is 
often marked on storefronts, and within schools. The Catholic Church propagates moral 
discourse through various means, one of which is literature. Media St. Paul, the most popular 
Catholic-run publishing house and bookstore chain in Kinshasa, distributes all categories of 
literature, from school textbooks to Bibles. They also sell booklets containing information 
geared towards young men and women, advancing moral messages. Booklets entitled Les 
Garçons Nous Trompent, les Filles Nous Provoquent or, “Boys Cheat, Girls Provoke,” 
address issues arising during adolescence, as young people begin to date. Information about 
appropriate ways of dressing, so as not to attract attention from men is often a popular theme. 
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Such booklets offer practical lessons about how to dress or “say no to sex,” as well as other 
advice on love and romantic relationships. Consequently, this literature contributes to popular 
discourse about virtuous women, one which has been taken up by Pentecostal churches as 
well, and thus forms part of the hegemonic discourse concerning feminine morality. 
Women rarely wear short skirts or dresses outside during the daytime. During my first 
trip to Kinshasa in 2009, I quickly inferred by men’s reactions that hemlines above the knee 
are considered sexy. While men did not make explicit advances, I was told that they were 
looking at my thighs. My girlfriend Martini explained to me that if she wears a short skirt 
during the day, men will literally run after her, asking for her number. She calls this kind of 
solicitation “beeping men.” According to many of the young women I spoke to, wearing short 
skirts signals to people that they have loose morals and are not “serious.”33 Night-time is a 
different story. Wearing revealing clothing at night, for instance on the way to an event such 
as a concert or party, is acceptable and will not compromise one’s reputation. During concerts 
held in bars it is common to find young women donning short dresses and high heels. These 
kinds of outfits are considered classy and acceptable for evening events. Many of the women I 
interacted with told me that, while it is acceptable to wear sexy clothing at night if you are 
taking a public taxi, it is perceived as more classy when one is driven in a privately owned 
car. In the words of one of my informants, “c’est mieux d’être vehiculé.” 
Pentecostal churches have influence over what is considered to be appropriate attire 
for women. Sermons are dedicated to educating women on how they should present 
                                                
33 Hansen’s examination of sartorial practices in Zambia, focuses on women’s preferences for miniskirt and what 
this can reveal about gender dynamics, sexuality and power, and even nationalist politics (Hansen 2004 in 
Fashioning Africa). The miniskirt in Zambia became symbolic of larger generational issues as well as between 
men and women. Appropriate dress practices were an ongoing hot subject of debate across different segments of 
society. Further, women who defiantly wore miniskirts, did so in a way of challenging male control over dress 
(Hansen 2004: 179). 
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themselves in public, denouncing overly revealing clothing. Some pastors argue against blue 
jeans, imploring women to dress in long pagnes. But modesty of dress is also advocated by 
universities, as well as by the State. In the past, women have been arrested for their “indecent” 
appearance under public modesty laws. Though such arrests are rare now, I heard several 
stories of incidents where policemen publicly shamed women for wearing spandex leggings 
or mini skirts. My friend Martini recounted an incident wherein a policeman reproached her 
for wearing tight shorts, saying that she was “provoking men” and thus risking her own 
safety. Men are regarded as powerless in front of attractive women and it is assumed that 
women are constantly attempting to hijack male gaze. Indeed, some women do dress to gain 
male attention. But what is important to note that men often resent women for their alluring 
qualities and their power over them. This harkens back to Léopoldville’s femme libre or 
ndumba who is both admired and derided for the “ambiance” she brings to nightlife. In the 
following story, I will show how men’s attempts to control the way a woman dresses hinges 
on their anxieties concerning their own sexual urges. 
I hosted a social gathering at my apartment and invited some local university students, 
medical doctors, journalists, and intellectuals, as well as some of my female friends from my 
parcelle. Since I was bringing together many people who wouldn’t ordinarily mingle, I had a 
feeling that the evening would be interesting. As my guests began to arrive, I seated them in 
my living room, where I served them cold beer. The girls from my parcelle didn’t show up 
until later in the evening. When they finally arrived, most of them had not changed out of the 
short shorts and dresses that they usually wear inside the parcelle. It was as if they had 
intentionally forgot to change into what would be considered appropriate attire for a party 
among acquaintances. My friend Judith, a medical doctor in her early thirties, was 
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embarrassed, and privately confronted one of the girls wearing a tube top and mini skirt, 
telling her to immediately go up to her apartment and change. The young girl did not seem 
phased or insulted, but merely left the room. My friend Martini, wearing a dress cut above her 
knees, sat facing one of the older guests, who was a prominent older newspaper journalist. He 
quietly asked Martini “qu’est-ce-que tu veux faire avec moi?” (what do you want with me?), 
to which she didn’t reply. Instead she just stared at him expressionless.34 After the party, I 
asked Martini how she felt when the man asked her this question. She said that man disgusted 
her, and that she would never even consider attempting to seduce him. While we discussed the 
overall evening, Martini’s younger sister, the girl who had been castigated by Judith, sat down 
next to us. Martini blurted out “why did you wear that outfit last night, you looked ridiculous 
in front of everyone.” The sister shrugged and made an excuse. I then asked Martini why she 
wore the casual dress. She replied “I didn’t care, I felt I was allowed to wear whatever I 
wanted because I was in my own parcelle.” The following day, I consulted with Judith about 
the incident regarding the girls and their outfits. She responded: “You see, this is what young 
girls in Kinshasa are used to doing. They try to tempt older men. Maybe they were searching 
for a boyfriend. Anyway, it was certainly not serious behaviour. Not all young women are 
temptresses, but you see, certain girls reinforce that image.”  
This evening presented a situation in which people from different segments of Kinois 
society were brought together in a space with a foreign host. Indeed, the soirée was a kind of 
extraordinary event, but nevertheless illustrated the ways in which young girls reinforce some 
of the stereotypes associated with young unmarried, or single women. Further, it reveals some 
                                                
34 This is a tactic often used by women as a kind of passive aggressive gesture when they are confronted. 
 
  
 
144 
of the opportunities available to young women to challenge boundaries between public and 
private spaces as well as the hegemonic norms associated with both of these spaces. 
  
Musical Choices 
 
  
There are several categories of music in Kinshasa, among which are profane music, 
religious Christian music, and traditional music. These categories borrow elements from each 
other. But, though there is overlap in aesthetics across different genres, there is a clear 
division between secular and sacred music which is based heavily on lyrical content. Secular 
music is deemed morally corrupt, and most people in Kinshasa believe that pop musicians and 
singers dabble in witchcraft to ensure their success (White 2004; 2008).35 Many Kinois 
believe that popular musicians have contributed to what they see as the country’s moral 
decline (Devisch 1996; White 2004) For this reason, many young women consciously manage 
their public impressions by denying that they listen to secular music. In distancing themselves 
from popular music, women are also distancing themselves from perceived immoral 
behaviour. In the words of one of my informants, a 19-year-old student named Linda, “My 
radio plays God’s music only. I refuse to listen to music that is inspired by diabolical 
spirits.”36 She made this declaration in the presence of other young men and women, as well 
in front of one of my research assistants who is an older man. It was only after I gained 
Linda’s trust through many hours of “deep hanging out” (Geertz 1998) that I learned about 
her extensive knowledge of and indulgence in secular pop music. This was revealed to me 
while we were together riding in a speeding taxi that was blaring the latest Ferra Gola song 
                                                
35 Lupemba is a Lingala term taken to mean “Success, blessing, good fortune, whitness, destiny, popularity, 
natural telent, or natural gift” (White 2004: 185). 
36 White has similarly noted the instances when his informants made comments such as “I don’t like the music of 
so and so because he is a witch (2004: 190). 
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Leke Leke. I noticed Linda singing at the top of her lungs, with her eyes shut, clutching her 
chest––feeling the words. I waited until the song was over to ask her whether Ferre was 
acceptable, non-diabolical, secular music. She grinned, and told me that Ferre was the same as 
the other pop stars, but that this particular song really spoke to her in a way she could not 
deny. This then gave way to a long conversation about the latest pop music, and I discovered 
that Linda actually knew all of the latest songs, as well as the industry’s gossip. 
It is difficult to protect one’s virtuous Christian ears from secular music in Congo for 
the simple reason that it is played everywhere and has been a part of everyday social life and 
social relations for many generations. Further, Kinois Christians maintain a complex 
relationship to secular popular music. They at once openly criticize secular music for being 
morally depraved, as well as feel a sense of pride about it, albeit an unspoken one, as secular 
music remains an important cultural export steeped in a rich history. Linda cannot deny the 
appeal of certain songs, but she will not readily admit it––certainly not in the presence of 
people she’s not acquainted with. On the surface there exists a conflict between Linda’s 
spiritual convictions, and her identity as a Kinois. For many Kinois, Linda’s actions can be 
interpreted as hypocritical, and in fact, to call someone une hypocrite, is a common insult in 
Kinshasa. I suggest that many women like Linda face a double bind, in that it is difficult to 
reconcile both the so-called “profane” and “spiritual” worlds, and they therefore resort to 
switching back and forth between these contexts. Impression management —say, changing 
one’s clothes before church—is not solely about influencing what others think, but rather, it is 
a more personal way of switching gears. 
One example of the way in which music has become associated with a woman’s virtue 
is in the two choices offered to young women who study at L’INA. After their studies, women 
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can choose to pursue either a religious singing career, or a secular one. I spent several weeks 
at L’INA interviewing young musicians and singers. The overwhelming majority of women I 
interviewed said they had no intention of joining a profane popular musical group. Their 
choice was not so much a way of managing their image, but came about because they 
believed that singing for religious groups would be better for their careers. Further, there are 
legitimate concerns associated with becoming a secular singer with a band, one of which is 
being mistreated by the other musicians. The opinion is largely that, to survive in the music 
industry, a woman must align herself with an influential male singer or musician for 
protection against other men’s advances. This notion that women must be encadrée, or taken 
under the wing of man, is something I will discuss in further detail in the subsequent chapters. 
  
Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, I examined the seemingly clear dichotomy between virtuous and non-
virtuous women set up by the dominant discourse in Kinshasa. I investigated some of the 
ways in which Kinois use labels such as “bad” girls, ndumba, femme non-serieuse, and femme 
libre to describe certain types of women. I also suggested that such terms have become 
complexified, especially because they are used in a pejorative sense and are casually thrown 
around in conversation between both men and women. 
I have examined some of the signs and symbols associated with the ideal type of 
woman. While some of these symbols—such as pagnes, or marriage—have been used in 
reference to female virtue since colonial Léopoldville, they persist in contemporary Kinshasa, 
albeit in a state of continual evolution. The current economic environment has led to the 
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widespread practise of débouillardisme, an ethos wherein young men and women improvise 
on a day-to-day basis in order to subsist. As I will elaborate in subsequent chapters, I suggest 
that this ethos of débrouillardisme conflicts with notions of the ideal type of woman. 
This chapter also explored the ways in which women manage their impressions in 
efforts to adhere to specific codes of virtuous behaviour. In one interview, Lye M. Yoka 
explained to me: 
Women want to let their new boyfriends know that they pray; it’s in this way 
that they signal that they are virtuous. It’s almost a ritual within the 
relationship. Even if I know the woman loves to drink and dance all night with 
men at bars, she thinks that telling me she prays will convince me otherwise. 
Most men in Kinshasa are aware of this game. 
  
  
Women have the option of managing their impressions, and it is assumed that most women 
engage in a performance of virtue. Further, this chapter also observed how signs and symbols 
of virtue are context dependent. It is in ways such as these that women in Kinshasa are able to 
move into and out of categories such as femme vertueuse and femme libre, and to negotiate 
their position within what could otherwise be viewed as a strict dichotomy of “good” and 
“bad” women—one that is engendered by the hegemonic discourse. It is because of women’s 
mobility within this dichotomy that trust issues emerge, as it is difficult for people to gauge 
whether a woman is really virtuous or not. Such anxieties and issues of trust between and 
across genders will be unpacked throughout this dissertation. Still, there remain certain modes 
of employment, such as concert dancing, which deny women the opportunity to even perform 
virtue. However, such occupations arouse their own set of anxieties between the genders, as 
will be examined in subsequent chapters.  
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Chapter 5 
Woman as Temptress: Mixed Messages and Double Binds 
  
Introduction 
 
In examining the common view of unmarried or single women as dangerous, evil, 
money-hungry temptresses, this chapter will explore the ways in which such a view affects 
the trust bonds not just between men and women but between all members of Kinois society. 
The image of women as dangerous or ill-intentioned is clearly a part of popular culture, and 
this phenomenon has been written about in much of the literature in African Studies 
(MacGaffey 1988; White 1990; Clarke 1994; Bastian 1998, 2001; Cornwall 2001; Hodgson 
and McCurdy 2001; Pype 2012). Further, local publications written by Congolese academics 
such as Femme Libre, Femme Enchainées: La Prostitution au Zaire by Wamuela address 
what they refer to as morally corrupt aspects of prostitution. I analyze how this erosion of 
trust can result in a certain degree of moral chaos, wherein the notion of feminine virtue has 
become confused. Here, women are confronting new challenges as they try to wrestle with 
ideas of what a virtuous woman ought to be. Men, for their part, are left equally conflicted 
about new notions of femininity and face new challenges of their own regarding their social 
role as men. 
Unmarried women in Kinshasa, just as in colonial Léopoldville, continue to be both 
celebrated and demonized (Hunt 1991; Biaya 1996; Gondola 1997; Tonda 2005). Young 
unmarried women inhabit a contradictory social role in Kinshasa: “adulée et vilipendée: 
source de tout bien, source de tous les maux” (Gondola 1997:89). While, on some level, 
women are expected to remain “virtuous,” it is nevertheless understood that they are in the 
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position to be courted by men. Extramarital affairs between married men and unmarried 
women are common and less criticized than affairs between married women and men. Though 
it is worth noting, my analysis is not primarily concerned with this double standard. Rather, I 
focus on the sexual negotiations between unmarried women and men. I explore the common 
attitude that unmarried women, specifically young unmarried women, are perceived as a 
threat to men, as they possess a sexual power—one which these women themselves 
sometimes feel they cannot control. 
I will now turn my attention to the impact that female seduction can have on gender 
dynamics, and the way this contributes to larger issues associated with men’s anxiety. As I 
described in the context of the femme libre, Kinois women sometimes pander to male desires 
for financial assistance, and in so doing, they reinforce negative stereotypes which emerged in 
the time-space of colonial Léopoldville as it was becoming a modern city. T. K. Biaya aptly 
writes, “she [the femme libre] takes revenge over the male powers who generated her” (1996 
345). As some academic literature suggests, women who take “revenge” on men by extracting 
material resources from them can perhaps appear as agentive actors within a patriarchal 
society. However, I argue that the notion of female “revenge” that those like Biaya have 
discussed, has negatively affected perceptions of women, and can therefore not be seen as 
such a definite example of empowerment. In later chapters, I will further analyze how this 
perception of single women as money-driven temptresses has impacted women’s work in the 
public sphere. 
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Gift Economy, Love, Débrouillardisme 
 
  
Sexual desirability for men in Kinshasa is linked to social status and personal success 
(La Fontaine 1974). The more successful the man, the more likely he is to find many willing 
sexual partners. But this relationship between economic and sexual status works in the other 
direction as well, as maintaining several girlfriends and lovers at once is symbolically 
prestigious for men (La Fontaine 1974: 97). Despite Christian discourse condemning 
variations of polyandry, having multiple lovers is viewed not only as a sign of a man’s 
virility, but also suggests that he has enough resources to support several women at once 
(Cole & Thomas 2009:26). Older, wealthy men proudly sit in bars and on terrasses in the 
company of several women. These men make it a point to show off the fact that they are able 
to “take care” of their invited guests by paying for drinks and food throughout the evening. As 
such, a common practice in Kinshasa is to leave the empty beer bottles on one’s table to show 
everyone else how much was consumed, and therefore, how much money has been spent on 
the evening. 
In Kinshasa, social hierarchy doesn’t just impact a man’s sexual status, but his chances 
of finding romantic love as well. The status that wealthy men enjoy does not merely help 
them to attract many sexual partners, it also gives them the means to find and maintain loving 
relationships. Impoverished men, on the other hand, are left only to suffer and yearn for love. 
Scholar Joseph Trapido culls lyrics from a wide-range of Congolese songs spanning several 
decades, arguing that what he sees as an inherent melancholic quality of the music is related 
to multiple forms of alienation—from one’s villages, lover, and from the post-colonial 
situation. Through his analysis, Trapido argues that love is inextricably linked to money in 
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Kinshasa. In part due to older polygamous practices, “poor men are deprived of love, as much 
as other resources” (2010: 127). 
For many young men and women who face economic difficulties, marriage is a source 
of anxiety, particularly because of the traditional bride price, or “la dote,” which is paid by the 
man to the bride’s family.37 As a result, many people have skipped traditional and formal 
marriage and have instead opted to live together in an arrangement locally dubbed yaka 
tovanda, or “let’s live together” (Magnani, Bertrand, Makani, McDonald 1995). Men living 
with women are often pressured by the woman’s family to pay them a dowry anyhow, and 
femmes libres are themselves stigmatized due to the fact that they blatantly shirk the 
traditional marriage arrangement involving a bride price (Tonda 2005: 70). What emerges is a 
sharp distinction between a virtuous woman who respects traditional marriage, and the 
woman who does not—in which case she is referred to as “non-virtuous.” While economics 
has long been linked to formal relationships—the traditional bride price demanded for 
marriages—it has now become a part of less formal relationships as well. Some young men 
may not be wealthy enough to pay a woman’s bride price, but they can still express their 
masculinity by giving small gifts to their girlfriends. Bride price or, la dote, is sometimes de-
contextualized and referred to as a casual gift between lovers.38 
One Saturday afternoon, I was walking along the shore of the Congo River with a 
small group of my Congolese girlfriends, all of whom were unmarried women in their early 
twenties. During our walk, we crossed paths with two well-dressed young men. They were 
clearly very excited to meet us all, especially with the white girl in tow. With a mixture of 
                                                
37 Pastors have criticized families for their excessive demands in terms of bride prices. Gossip abounds about 
such demands. I hear of stories of families asking for plasma screen televisions, plane tickets to Europe and 
hundreds of cases of beer.  
38 For more detailed discussions about bride price in Congo see Magnani, Bertrand, Makani, McDonald 1995; 
Tonda 2005. 
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coyness and sass, my friends began walking away from the young men, whispering into my 
ear “say to them, that we want a dote first.” I playfully called back to the young men trailing 
behind us “and what about la dote?” To which they replied eagerly “We have money! We 
have money!” We all giggled and continued on our way. I couldn’t help but feel pity for these 
boys. Though our exchange was playful and light-hearted, it was as if the girls had rendered 
transparent the foundation of romantic relationships. These young men were pushed to declare 
themselves wealthy enough to keep company with us. 
 
Transactional Sex 
 
This small social drama illustrates the ways in which socio-economic realities impact 
romantic and sexual relationships on a larger scale. In this section, I expand on the 
relationship between wealth and courtship in order to posit a new view of transactional sex. A 
growing body of research has focused on women’s choice to engage in transactional sex as 
part of an economic strategy in the context of unequal playing fields (Kaufman and Stavrou 
2004; Leclerc-Madlala 2003; Mills and Ssewakiryanga 2005; Fouquet 2007; Newell 2009, 
2013; Cole 2010). Many scholars suggest that transactional sex––sexual favours given in 
exchange for money or gifts––does not carry the same stigma as in Western societies (Dinnan 
1977; Hunter 2002; Wojcicki 2002; Chernoff 2003; Cole 2004; Luke 2003; Maganja et al. 
2007; Swidler and Watkins 2007; Newell 2009). While this may be true in terms of the 
comparison between Euro-American and African conceptions of love and money, I argue that 
there is in fact a growing stigma associated with transactional sex in Kinshasa. I will also 
show that the patriarchal structures that many anthropologists suggest are being challenged by 
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this female agency are not weakened, but rather, are even reinforced, partly due to the very 
“love network” that women exploit for their own survival.39 Even further, I argue that sexual 
transactions propagate new moral contradictions that do not always serve to empower women. 
In Hustling Is Not Stealing: Stories of an African Bar Girl, John Chernoff chronicles the life 
of a young woman in Ghana who escaped village life to seek a new one in the city. Working 
in bars and seducing men, she is described by Chernoff as trickster-like, as she uses all kinds 
of tactics in efforts to extract money from men, ultimately as a means of surviving in the city. 
Chernoff makes the distinction between her “hustling” and prostitution, and acknowledges 
that there is more to her lifestyle than simply exchanging sex for money. He describes the 
possibilities for social connections (both long and short term) between the bar girl and her 
clients. As such, he sheds light on some of the ways in which love, desire, and transactional 
sex can coexist. As Cole and Thomas (2009) argue in their edited volume Love in Africa, 
love, sexuality, and money are not always mutually exclusive, and the relationship between 
them can change over time.   
Some anthropologists have sought to move beyond the concept of  “prostitution” as it 
carries with it negative connotations, instead focusing on “transactional sex” (Arnfred, ed. 
2004; Hunter 2007). While this distinction may be necessary, as in the case of the former, 
men are generally characterized as clients, while in the latter, they are thought of as 
boyfriends.40 I argue that Kinois themselves are conflicted about this distinction. In his article 
“The Materiality of Everyday Sex,” Mark Hunter writes: 
 
                                                
39 For earlier discussions of patriarchical structures in anthropology, see Mead 1963; Boserup 1970; Ortner 1996. 
40 Dominique Meekers and Anne-Emmanuèle Calvès have written a sociological study about the connection 
between romance and money this in the context of Cameroun (1997). 
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The use of the concept “transactional sex” is intended neither to maintain 
inflexible distinctions between the categories of “prostitution ”/“transactional 
sex”/“non-transactional sex” (indeed, sex, like all embodied practices, is 
always simultaneously material and meaningful in complex ways) (2002: 105). 
 
The subtle differences between these categories prove to be challenging for anthropologists 
and Kinois alike. I show that the very grey area between this dichotomy has become not only 
a source of anxiety for men, but has now also created new tensions for women in the 
workplace. Because love and exchange in Kinshasa are entangled rather than opposed (Cole 
2009), many men fear and resent women because they are aware that “to survive in this 
confusing milieu, women must exploit their love to build friendship and networks and 
supplement their meagre incomes” (Rebhun 1999: 86). Monetary gain isn’t the only thing for 
which sexual favours are exchanged. Some scholars such as Tsakala and Bongo-Pasi have 
highlighted how university students “barter sex for exam points” (2004: 87), and there is a 
growing perception that female university students who score high grades are having sexual 
relations with their professors. Some young women, after having failed a class, will even 
blame their poor performance on refusing sexual advances (ibid 2004: 87). Because of the 
widespread assumption that grades are correlated with one’s willingness to sleep with 
professors, successful female students often face suspicion that they have done more for their 
good grades than simply study hard. One of my main informants told me that she had several 
girlfriends who seduced their university teachers into giving them additional course material 
that would benefit them during final exams. 
It is widely understood that romantic relationships, both sexual and non-sexual are 
cemented with gifts from men. “Chic Cheque Choc” is a popular expression discussed by 
several scholars (Cole and Thomas 2009) relating to dating practices and the ways in which 
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men are categorized as romantic partners in Kinshasa. Divided into three different categories, 
relationships are pursued for different reasons. A man who falls under the “chic” category is 
regarded as well dressed, classy, and elegant, though he is not necessarily wealthy; second, a 
man considered “cheque” is perused for solely for his wealth. Finally, “choc” is meant to 
denote pure physical attraction. He literally ‘shocks’ the woman, inspiring passionate lust. 
Several of my girlfriends would refer to their boyfriends in terms of these categories. For 
instance, they would say, “I’m going to see my rich older boyfriend who is so ugly, or today 
is reserved for visiting my poor but very sexy boyfriend. I know I won’t be getting any 
money, but I just don’t care because he’s so cute.” This is not to say that all women engage in 
this categorization of men, or that these categories are mutually exclusive. And it must also be 
said that the analytical value of these categories is limited since they often appear in popular 
culture as a form of urban humor intended to amuse or criticize. However these categories 
expose some of women’s motivations for dating. The “three Cs” phenomenon is not unique to 
Kinshasa, as variations of this are found throughout Africa. In Dakar there is what is known 
as the “three Vs”: villa, virement bancaire, voiture (villa, bank account, car) (Biaya 2001; 
Nyamnjoh 2005). In Dakar, Biaya describes a situation in which young women can only 
maintain romantic relations with boys their age thanks to financial support from older 
boyfriends: 
 
La jeune fille a généralement pour amant un jeune homme de son âge, avec qui 
elle s'affiche dans le quartier (son boyfriend). La même fille entretient par 
ailleurs des relations avec un homme discret, plus âgé qu'elle (un sugar daddy) 
(Biaya 2001: 79). 
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In these cases, men are sorted into categories corresponding to a woman’s specific needs. 
Many young women practice the “three Cs,” juggling several boyfriends at once. Men are 
privy to this and at times resent women for the power they have over them. “Le choix de ce 
mode de vie ne constitue plus une humiliation pour le jeune amant” (Biaya 2001: 79). Jennifer 
Cole writes about fitiavina, or love, is intertwined with money in Madagascar. She separates 
relationships based on reciprocity that were tied to tradition, and new relationships based on 
money which are largely a result of a new neoliberal economy. Young people in Madagascar 
have increasingly found themselves in a position where they must maintain multiple romantic 
partnerships in order to fulfill all emotional and material needs (Cole and Thomas 2009: 27). 
Thus, in this context, money is requirement for fitiavina; however, she highlights that “what 
love means, how it is performed—even whether it is allowed to be part of sexual relationships 
at all—changes with economic context” (Cole 2009: 111). 
 I would often find my friend talking on the phone or messaging her different 
boyfriends and say, “I see you are in your office, working.” To which she would reply, “you 
know very well. This is my office, I should get a secretary to help me.” When I inquired about 
the relationship between love and money, one young man emphatically responded “It is 
understood that to be in relationship with a woman, a man must pay. Both sides know this, we 
don’t have to think about it, it’s just the way it is.” Another male friend expressed his 
frustration with Kinois girls, exclaiming, “It’s never enough for them, even when you give 
them all your money, you can never be sure that they are serious, that they won’t look 
elsewhere (to other men) to add to the money I give them.” This gift economy has left many 
men in a constant state of anxiety, fearing that their girlfriends receive money from multiple 
partners. In this way, transactional sex has created new challenges for men as well as women 
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and has influenced some of the normative perceptions and practices concerning remuneration 
from romantic encounters in a new way. 
     Of course, central to an understanding of sexual transactions is women’s role within 
them. One of my close informants detailed the first time she received money from a boyfriend 
in the same way one would to describe a right of passage: 
 
I was fourteen when I met my first boyfriend. He was older, twenty-one at the 
time. We met through friends after school. I never actually slept with him, but I 
let him kiss and touch me. On days when he would pick me up after school, we 
would go to quiet places to talk and hang out. After hanging out he would give 
me money. I never knew how to spend the money because I didn’t want my 
mother finding out. If I bought something like a new pair of jeans, she would ask 
me how I got them and I would be forced to tell her that I had an older 
boyfriend. So, instead I spread the money around buying stupid things like 
candy for me and my friends at school. I later learned how to spend the money I 
received from boyfriends. I would give the money to an older aunt or cousin that 
I could trust and tell them to buy me some clothes with it, and in exchange they 
could keep some of the money for themselves. I would then tell my mother that 
whatever new clothing I was wearing was a gift from my aunt. But I think my 
mother was smart and knew what I was doing, because she used to do the same 
thing when she was younger. But she never said anything to me about it. When I 
got older, I would tell her about my boyfriends and she would ask how much 
money they were giving me. When she felt it was too little, she would tell me to 
dump them. Sometimes she would say “find a second boyfriend, and stop 
sleeping with the first one until he can give you more money.” 
  
  
     It is interesting to note the three separate acts of gift giving that emerge from the 
account described above. First, the gift between romantic lovers, second between family 
members, and third, an invented gift between kin meant to serve as a kind of decoy. The gift 
initially intended for a young woman eventually circulates among her family members in 
much of the same way a bride price would. Mothers often encourage their daughters to find 
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boyfriends, albeit boyfriends with money. One of my close female informants confided in me 
that she maintains relations with five different men to ensure that she is never without pocket 
money. Her mother turns a blind eye to her romantic life as she too sometimes benefits from 
the monetary gifts received from boyfriends. But mothers sometimes do more than simply 
turn a blind eye––they encourage their daughters to flirt with men, specifically older men with 
money. 
One day, my informant, exasperated, told me that when she asked her mother for some 
money to pay for her university textbooks, her mother yelled at her and commanded her to go 
and ask one of her boyfriends for the money. In the words of the mother: “Débrouille-toi, tu 
est jolie et charmante, alors il n’y a pas d’excuse.” Many young women supplement their 
families’ income through gifts received from their boyfriends, and these sexual–economic 
exchanges with men are often very closely related to moral obligations between female family 
members. But even though mothers and daughters are often in league to extract as much as 
they can from the daughter’s lover or lovers, that is not to say that mothers themselves don’t 
send mixed messages when it comes to such relationships. This is something I will examine in 
more detail in the following section. The mothers I spoke to said they do not consider money 
received from boyfriends to be a kind of extension of the more traditional customary bride 
prices. There is a connection between gift giving and bride prices in so far as men are gifting 
money and presents to a family, however, the family does not recognize this as a 
manifestation of la dote, especially when daughters are receiving money from more than one 
suitor. In De Herdt’s analysis of la débrouille, he observes how some poor families tell their 
daughters to “Find food on the streets”—an indirect way of encouraging them into seeking 
out wealthy men for money (De Herdt 2004).    
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     Though women often use the money boyfriends give them to contribute to family 
expenses, the transaction is invariably portrayed as a simple gift or gesture.41 At the end of a 
date, depending on the man’s age and the resources available to him, the woman will receive 
transportation money. While this money gift is framed as being intended to pay for a taxi ride 
home, it is understood that it will be used for other expenses. The fact that men often feel the 
need to reframe sexual transactions as mere gift giving (rather than as family income) 
indicates that they themselves feel a certain moral confusion regarding such relationships. 
However, there are cases in which a sexual transaction can indeed be seen as just a gift. It is 
common for a woman to ask her boyfriend for money for specific items, like hair extensions, 
makeup, or fake nails. Women commonly rely on their boyfriends to maintain their physical 
appearance, something that is assumed to benefit the man as well. When I would see my 
girlfriends without hair extensions, they would playfully remark “As you can see, all of my 
boyfriends are broke at the moment.” And while this example of using a boyfriend’s gift to 
pay for cosmetics and hairdressing could easily be written off by some as a frivolity—
something that is in keeping with the reframing of sexual transactions as trivial gift-giving—
for women who depend on romantic partners for money, maintaining one’s physical 
appearance is vital. As Newell writes of Cote d’Ivoire, 
 
Women in Abidjan had to balance between the pride of economic success and 
independent streetwise survival they could get the sexual economy and their 
failure to follow normative standards beyond their reach […] women often 
needed the income from sexual relationships with men in order to afford the 
clothes that provided them with the ability to bluff in the first place (2012: 79). 
  
                                                
41 For more detailed discussions regarding household expenses and average sizes of per household see De Herdt 
(2004). 
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To be sure, a man may be happy to be with a beautiful woman who invests in her appearance, 
but there is nevertheless a threat that such a woman may capture other men’s attention as well. 
It is no surprise then that women who benefit from these types of relationships are often cast 
as temptresses. 
Though many of my girlfriends maintained multiple boyfriends and therefore received 
money from several sources, they were not necessarily having sexual relations with all of 
them. Money given to girlfriends is not contingent on the sexual favours exchanged. Many 
young women invent excuses for avoiding sex with their boyfriends, such as menstruation, 
but tease them with the possibility of future of intimacy. This type of behavior is referred to as 
kochina, and women who engage in it are known as mouchina.42 According to Katrien Pype, 
Christians in Kinshasa perceive mouchina as akin to thieves stealing money from men (2011: 
274). There is a sense in which public discourse (informed by Pentecostalism) espouses a 
“proper” or “acceptable” relationship between love and money––one which perhaps speaks to 
older traditional values linked to bride wealth. As such, women are reprimanded for the 
agency they exercise in romantic relationships. The pejorative word kochina used in public 
discourse penalizes and shames women for their strategic engagements with men. Deborah 
Schulz describes some of the anxiety over ruptures in traditional marriage practices as being 
blamed on young women’s greed and materialism, which ultimately impacts perceptions of 
their virtue: 
 
 
 
                                                
42 Kotchina is the verb. 
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Male youth similarly decry women’s ‘greed’ and ‘lack of love’ and thereby hold 
them accountable for their own reluctance, and often financial inability to 
commit themselves to legalized forms of cohabitation […] In all these accounts 
a moralizing discourse on the socially disruptive force of money is combined 
with a moralizing register that feminizes immorality. Women are held 
responsible and come to stand for the pernicious effects of money (2001: 101). 
 
Confusion over what is acceptable and unacceptable behaviour has become deep seated, in 
part due to Pentecostal discourse, which preaches against the practice of having multiple 
boyfriends or girlfriends. In the following section, I examine some of the mixed messages 
surrounding acceptable behaviour and the ways in which public discourse exists in opposition 
to lived realities and needs. 
  
Débrouillardisme and Moral Contradictions 
 
In Congo débrouillardisme has come to represent the improvised ways in which 
individuals and groups “fend for themselves,” (Trefon 2002: 488). I argue that the ethos of 
débrouillardisme can also be understood in terms of young women and their choices of 
romantic partners. Early in my fieldwork, I was made aware of the many moral contradictions 
in Kinshasa. For instance, while public discourse holds that the ideal woman must wait until 
marriage to have sex, few women actually practice abstinence. Young women from several 
different neighbourhoods and economic classes expressed how their mother’s reactions to 
their dating were ambiguous. One fourteen-year-old told me that her mother sent a cousin to 
spy on her after school to see if she was talking to any boys. When her mother found out she 
was casually dating a boy from her school, she was told that flirting was harmless, so long as 
it did not lead to sexual activity. She quoted her mother saying: “These young boys have 
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nothing, maybe money for a little candy. Don’t ruin yourself with them. They just want a little 
adventure. Better wait to find an older man who had money and is established.” Another 
sixteen-year-old women I befriended told me that her older aunts laughed at her because she 
had never even kissed a boy. I noted that a young woman is sometimes mocked by her friends 
and family if she does not have a boyfriend by the age of sixteen. As mentioned earlier, 
mothers often encourage their daughters to find boyfriends who can take care of their 
daughter’s material needs, and perhaps even those of the family. As such, the messages young 
women receive from their families and from the Church are often in conflict. Many Catholic 
and Pentecostal religious leaders preach celibacy, and dissuade young women from having 
boyfriends. They encourage young people to marry, and often preach against the practice of 
dowry giving.43 Further, even within the family alone, the messages can be mixed; although 
even the pious mothers may tacitly encourage their daughters to have boyfriends, they usually 
will not do so openly, and never in the presence of the father. Though mothers might not be 
completely forthright in encouraging their daughters to date, it is nevertheless inferred from 
their subtle comments and attitudes. Remarks such as débrouilles-toi, or “figure it out 
yourself,” made in context to limited family resources indirectly signal to a young woman that 
she should find her own means of supporting herself. For young women in Congo, especially 
those who are still of high school age, doing so usually entails seeking money and gifts from 
boyfriends. 
This was an extremely sensitive topic of conversation among many of my informants. 
I was able to talk about this with the daughters, but it proved to be a challenging subject to 
                                                
43 Several pastors told me that bride wealth should be a small fee, enough for young men to provide to families. 
In general, among many pastors, there is a reluctance to acknowledge traditional ceremonial practices—they 
prefer to base all ritual and ceremony of Christian doctrine. 
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broach with mothers, which would seem to confirm the fact that mothers are conflicted as 
well. Mothers I spoke with mentioned other mothers they knew who encouraged daughters to 
pursue rich men. They would tell me that, though they hoped (and prayed) their own 
daughters would marry rich men, they didn’t expect them to become mistresses. Language 
used to discuss their own daughters’ marriage prospects included words like “snag a husband” 
or “pin one down.” There is a sense in which a woman’s charm is wielded in efforts to 
“catch” a man. Several of the women I spent time with often half-seriously badgered me to 
find their daughters a white boyfriend. 
As I will later show, these moral contradictions also manifest in social paradoxes, one 
of which is the role of the popular concert dancer in Kinshasa––something I will explore in 
Chapter Seven. 
  
Temptresses 
 
As discussed in Chapter Two, the bar in colonial Léopoldville was, in colonial times, a 
public space for both men and courtesans, or kindumba. These women existed (and continue 
to exist) in opposition to the mwasi ya libala, or woman of marriage, and outside the lineage-
based economy of bride-wealth. The ndumba or “free woman” is stigmatized partly because 
she remains outside the control of her father or a husband (MacGaffey 1991). Congolese men 
condemned the corruption of the ndumba and the moral disorder of the bar (Gondola 1997; 
Hunt 1991; Tonda 2005: 123). However, at night, the same men celebrated the ndumba, 
showering her with money and gifts in exchange for her attention and love. Thus, men both 
admired and resented ndumba, as she was both a source of attention and vital to the ambiance 
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of the evening. This attitude persists in contemporary Kinshasa, though now, Pentecostal 
churches participate in bolstering images of single women as dangerous seductresses, linking 
them to supernatural forces. 
Ambiance within the space of the bar occurs at night––a time associated with sinister 
activity, when bandoki, or witches, circulate, searching for victims to “eat.” Many people hold 
the belief that, at this hour, some “witchy” women become wily seductresses, searching for 
men whose resources they can consume or “eat.” Cautionary tales about such women of the 
night abound in popular culture. Books and cartoons designed for young people are sold in 
Catholic bookstores like Media St. Paul, containing morals urging men to avoid pursuing 
romantic relationships with women they meet in bars. 
There is a sense in which young unmarried women are considered to be less serious 
than married women. Until she finds a husband, a single woman is seen as “free” and is 
considered to be “on the prowl” to for men who will contribute to her expenses. A single 
woman carries with her a threat, and if she remains unmarried, she is considered either 
potentially evil, or perceived as supernaturally being “blocked” from finding a husband. 
“Long-lasting single life is perceived as an abnormal status. Deliverance practices thus stress 
the differentiated value attributed to marriage and single life by associating singleness with 
evil spirits” (Rey 2013: 69). 
Anxiety about female seductive powers has inspired imagery found in Kinshasa’s 
popular paintings, songs, and television series. One such visual representation of female 
seduction can be found in Mami Wata—the supernatural, siren-like figure that makes up the 
focus of the following section. I show that Mami Wata, beyond visual and textual 
representations is now also represented through embodied expressions. 
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Female Seductress, Mami Wata Leitmotifs 
 
 “L’église missionnaire a ignoré la femme qu’elle a, en plus, associée au diable. Elle l’a 
présentée comme la cause de la perdition du genre humain, en l’identifiant à Eve et la 
métaphore de la pomme” (Biaya 1996: 348). 
  
Pentecostal discourse advances the idea that women are more susceptible to moral 
corruption, and are therefore more inclined to be moral corruptors themselves. It is as though 
women are in a continual battle against their own immoral nature. There are several adages 
about the inherent problematic nature of women, for instance: Kolia na mwasi, eza kolia na 
ndoki (to dine with a woman is to dine with a witch). In this section, I examine a recurring 
motif in Kinshasa’s collective imaginary––a mystical female siren called Mami Wata. Mami 
Wata is ‘good to think with’ as she reflects some of the attitudes towards femininity and the 
power it wields over men. 
There is an extensive body of literature analyzing Mami Wata’s various 
personifications and her recurring characteristics in Africa and in the African Diaspora 
(Drewal 1996; Jewsiewicki 1991; 2003; Meyer 2003). Mami Wata, Pidgin English for 
“Mother of Water,” refers to an African water spirit whom Africans regard as foreign in 
origin. As she inhabits watery realms, in lieu of legs, the lower half of her body takes on the 
form of a fish tail. Further, she is often depicted in the presence of a serpent, which sometimes 
appears as an appendage of her body. 
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Figure 5.1 Mami Wata painting by François Nkulu (circa 1960) 
 
Much like the sirens of European folklore, Mami Wata is a seductress. But she also has the 
power to grow legs at night, which allows her to enter the human world and seduce men. In 
Kinshasa, most people claim to have seen or know someone who has seen and interacted with 
Mami Wata. My friend's uncle told me a story in which, downtown one evening, he saw what 
he described as the most beautiful woman he had ever seen as she disappeared into the night. 
She could only have been Mami Wata,” he concluded. 
Mami Wata promises to reward her devotees with material wealth, in the form of gold 
watches or money, but demands loyalty in exchange, requesting that her male victims make a 
sacrifice—sometimes the souls of their loves ones. In some accounts, men will sacrifice their 
fecundity to Mami Wata with hopes of receiving material riches. “Seduced by the mirage of 
modern power, the man is led to his ruin through egotistical pleasure and consumption” 
(Jewsiewicki 2004: 129). Wealthy men are sometimes perceived as having made pacts with 
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Mami Wata, especially if people cannot directly infer their line of work or the source of their 
financial success. One commonly hears, azalaka na mwasi ya Mami Wata, mbongo naye eza 
mystique (he has a Mami Wata, his money is mystical). White discusses some of the ways in 
which musicians—highly visible public figures—are suspected of using witchcraft to obtain 
their success. Further, in his discussions about rumors and and fame he observes that financial 
success is harbinger of public scruitinty, jealousy, and rumor (2004: 183). Mami Wata is an 
interesting counterpoint to the ways in which women are perceived in Kinshasa, partly 
because she rewards men with riches rather than financially draining them. 
Returning to the femme libre, we observe that she transgresses the role allotted to her 
by both colonial authorities as well by the “traditional” village as she becomes an active agent 
in nightlife contexts, thus in the creation of the city’s popular culture. The femme libre uses 
her wily ways to charm men in efforts to gain monetarily and materially. “She incarnates the 
image of a successful modern woman by imposing herself as the master key of the ambiance 
that she transformed in “a mode of action.” In doing so, she takes revenge over the male 
powers who generated her” (Biaya 1996: 354).  This parallels the concert danseuse, who, as I 
will show, appeals to male desire, but as a result becomes demonized as she becomes 
depended upon for “ambiance”. Though these men have no intentions of wanting to marry a 
danseuse, she nevertheless becomes a reminder of their desire and the price they must pay. 
There is a sense in which entertainment and leisure activity became contingent on the femme 
libre. 
Popular music in Léopoldville was not only reflective of but also contributed to the 
creation of an urban masculinity. As T.K. Biaya writes, “Musicians make public the anguish 
and confusion that affect masculine identity” (1997: 103). Men in colonial Léopoldville not 
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only wrestled with an imbalance in sex ratios and colonial domination which placed them in a 
kind of symbolically impotent position, but also with the presence of women who chose to 
remain unmarried, a subset which included femmes libres. Colonial domination compounded 
by imbalanced sex ratios gave rise to a genre of music that became an expression of 
masculine identities in the form of courtly love songs. Bob White suggests that the politics of 
sexuality is worked out through music, interpreting some early popular songs in colonial 
Léopoldville as “a desperate cry of male hysteria resulting from the realization that women 
are independent, and from the deep-seated fear that masculinity is turned inside out under 
colonial rule” (White 1998: 121). There is a sense in which these highly romantic songs, 
directed at women, are indicative of a kind of sexual sublimation. Mami Wata is another 
expression of male desire—she is elusive, cannot be dominated, and men must sacrifice 
something to her—often their loyalty or fertility. White aptly points out that Mami Wata’s 
legs are sealed, suggestive of male desire for but the inability to access her (1998). While 
something that can inspire love songs and feelings of yearning, feminine power also 
engenders ways of perceiving women as malevolent temptresses who cannot be controlled. 
In the following section I give an account of the ways in which women physically 
embody some of the negative stereotypes that cast them as morally corrupt temptresses. 
Further, in the following example, I show how the public nature of a particular church service 
contributes to the public discourse concerning women and their sometimes uncontrollable 
seductive powers over men.   
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Embodying Mami Wata 
 
Sometimes a young woman’s behavior is said to channel the spirit of Mami Wata. In 
fact, during Penetcostal “deliverance” or exorcism services, young women will have evil 
spirits cast out of their bodies––ones which are thought to be the influence of Mami Wata. I 
decided to attend one of these services, accompanied by my Congolese girlfriend Sara. The 
‘deliverance’ service is, simply put, an exorcism wherein evil spirits or demons inhabiting 
one’s body are cast out by a pastor or a ‘prophet,’ thus purifying one’s body and soul. A 
considerable number of congregation members (though not all) attend these services with the 
intention of being ‘delivered.’ Indeed, many people do enter into trance-like states, where 
they manifest symptoms of possession by falling to the ground, convulsing, foaming at the 
mouth, vomiting, or speaking in tongues. How do people become possessed in the first place? 
The deliverance service that I attended was headed by a prophetess, whose husband also 
happens to be the church’s pastor. During several conversations with the prophetess, it was 
explained to me that in Kinshasa, a city where resources as scarce and where people exist in a 
state of continuous improvisation, jealousy becomes a transmutable force, a harmful weapon. 
People are confronted daily with a multitude of invisible, malicious intentions which are 
regarded as real threats to one’s safety and wellbeing. 
According to my friend Martini, one’s behaviour is sometimes hereditary, informed by 
the actions of a family member. For instance, Martini once told me that she suspects her 
grandmother’s demons are inhabiting her own body. Her grandmother, a femme libre in 
Léopoldville, had many wealthy boyfriends at one time. As such, she managed to accumulate 
enough wealth to buy several parcelles on which she built houses that she now rents out. 
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Martini’s grandmother was not only a charming seductress, but she was also a good 
businesswoman as she wisely invested her money in real estate. In a very candid moment, 
Martini expressed to me a sense of shame about the way in which her grandmother 
accumulated her wealth, and feels as though she’s going down the same life path. Martini 
identifies with her grandmother to the extent that she thinks she is possessed by her spirit. She 
told me, “Being ndumba is in my blood. I can’t control it, no matter how hard I try praying. 
My mother was the same before she met my father. And now I carry on in the same path.”44  
 
“Mayele ya Basi” Les Ruses des Femmes: Tales of Entrapping Men 
  
 
In an ethnographic article about deliverance services in Belgium, Jeanne Rey writes: 
 
On the following Sunday, some women he had met came to the church service and 
the pastor performed deliverance where he identified the ‘spirit of prostitution’, 
which he considers to be the same spirit as the mermaid spirit. Those spirits are 
considered responsible for sexual misbehaviours associated with excessive 
attractiveness or with prostitution. Women who are possessed by a mermaid spirit 
might also have problems in finding a husband, despite their attractiveness (2013: 
71). 
 
 
Kinois use the act of delivering evil spirits from women as a means of controlling their sexual 
behaviour, and to uphold feminine norms. “Deliverance from these spirits can therefore be 
interpreted as a normalisation process, both in the sense of establishing gender norms and in 
the sense of (re-)integrating people transgressing these norms” (ibid:75). Churches in 
Kinshasa therefore play an important role in shaping ideas concerning sexuality; however, I 
                                                
44 Congolese scholar Tshibanda Wamuela writes about prostitution in Zaire, listing hereditary factors as a cause 
(1986: 17).  It is possible that such arguments were supported and encouraged by the Mobutu government which 
had political motivations to curb prostitution in the city. 
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suggest that some of these ideas contradict the realities of surviving in an African mega-city 
like Kinshasa. 
Female spirit possession is also often seen as the cause of masculine infidelity. In her 
ethnography concerning Congolese Pentecostal churches in Europe, Rey writes, “masculine 
infidelity can be attributed to the excessive attractive power of a woman possessed by a 
mermaid spirit to which men cannot resist” (ibid: 73). In other words, if a man maintains 
multiple relationships at once, it can sometimes mean that he is being seduced and 
overpowered by Mami Wata spirits which lie outside of his control. It should be stated that 
female seduction is not always seen as entirely supernatural. Women in Kinshasa are 
perceived as wily seductresses, constantly looking for opportunities to attract male attention. 
The notion that men are not capable of controlling their own desires in the face of clever and 
sometimes deceptive women resonates in the following example. 
I showed the footage of the deliverance to one of my informants—a middle aged man 
who works for a local NGO. He immediately remarked on how some of the women in the 
video were dressed. “Look what they’re wearing! Check out that woman’s décolleté! They are 
trying to seduce men even during the exorcism; This woman wishes her breasts would come 
out of her dress; Look how she’s moving on the ground, she’s doing it on purpose.” I could 
not help but feel a sense of shock hearing this man speak so cynically about the women 
engaged in the ceremony. Consequently, I became very defensive. We discussed the attire of 
the women present at the deliverance, and I suggested that he was the one who was overly 
preoccupied with women’s bodies, and that he should not hold women responsible for his 
own physical arousal. We argued about this for some time, and he told me that women in 
Kinshasa are very manipulative and are aware of the power they hold over men. He recounted 
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several personal stories wherein women had deceived him, tempting him with their bodies, 
only to later extract money from him. He explained to me that stories like these proliferate in 
the city, and are a hot topic of conversation among both men and women. I thus began 
collecting and recording stories from different people, which portrayed women as blatant 
manipulators, deceiving men for money. 
Recent studies point to erotic practices as being significant to a young woman’s 
transformation into a powerful agent who actively extracts money from men (Arnfred 2011). 
Newell’s 2013 monograph The Modernity Bluff, highlights women’s “bluffs” in “draining 
resources from men” (2013: 131). Just as in this example from Côte D’Ivoire, Congolese men 
perceive women as having a “Super human ability to consume” (2013: 133). Schulz similarly 
describes a situation in urban Malian where women have come to be depicted by men 
sophisticated temptresses who are corrupted by money:  
 
This trope of the 'greedy' and promiscuous woman reflects young men's 
ambivalent feelings about women 'from the town'. To win a stylish woman will 
give a man considerable standing among his peers. But young men feel under 
pressure from these women's demands. Women have to be pursued like goods 
and through goods; they are similarly desirable, difficult to acquire and (once 
they are) treacherous because they leave a man 'empty-handed' (2012: 354). 
 
There were several occasions when I witnessed my girlfriends badger their dates for money at 
the end of the evening. One evening, riding home in the car, my friend asked the man who 
had treated us both to dinner for fifty dollars. He said, he had no more money left, and she 
began to yell at him, demanding that he give her at a few dollars to buy her family bread for 
breakfast. After we were dropped off at home, I asked my friend why she had so aggressively 
asked her date for money after he had already spent money on us that night. She replied that 
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she did not feel much affection for him, but also admitted that she had drunk too much beer 
and maybe should not have asked him in the manner that she did.  
 Many scholars strive to identify and ascribe agency to women who seek to gain 
monetarily from men. However, I argue that, while it may be true that women are using their 
eroticism and femininity for survival—as linked to débrouillardisme—they are also, in the 
process, further reinforcing negative images of themselves as temptresses as well as 
propagating male cynicism about female virtue in general. Therefore, women’s sexual 
manipulation of men can be seen as both an agentive act as well as one that ultimately 
restricts women to a particular situation or role. The following story, told by Mama Anne, 
serves as an illustration. 
     I met Mama Anne in my neighbourhood, near my apartment. She was selling tombola, 
or second hand clothing by the side of the road.45 She called over to me one day as I was 
passing by, and warmly asked me to come meet her grandchild Joyce. I approached her stall, 
and behind a large pile of t-shirts was a little light-skinned girl of around four years old. 
Mama Anne told me, “She looks just like you, she could even be your daughter.”  It was not 
long after I met Mama Anne that she told me one of her daughters had Joyce out of wedlock 
with a Belgian NGO forestry worker. Mama Anne was open and forthcoming with all the 
details concerning the child. As our relationship deepened, she confided in me, recounting her 
daughter’s misadventures with the Belgian. On a separate occasion, I asked Mama Anne how 
her daughter was earning a living. She replied, “Elle fait sa vie, en ville,” or “she’s making a 
living downtown.” 
                                                
45 For more about second hand clothing markets see Karen Tranberg Hansen’s (2000) Salaula: The World of 
Secondhand Clothing in Zambia. 
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Since the age of sixteen, Mama Anne’s daughter had been frequenting nightclubs in 
Gombe, downtown Kinshasa. There, she came into contact with many of the various clubs’ 
European and Lebanese patrons. Mama Anne did not have to explicitly tell me, but it was 
clear that her daughter was looking for wealthy men to seduce. After dating the Belgian NGO 
worker for a few months, Mama Anne’s daughter became pregnant. When Joyce was born, it 
was apparent to everyone that the Belgian was her father. Instead of waiting to see if the 
Belgian would marry her daughter, Mama Anne took matters into her own hands. She 
threatened to go to the police and declare that her underage daughter had been raped if the 
Belgian didn’t give the family money. I pressed Mama Anne to tell me why she felt that a 
monetary exchange was necessary. She exclaimed, “Il l’a abimé” (he ruined her),” “I wanted 
money that would amount to my daughter’s bride price.” Mama Anne thought of the money 
not so much as child support, but as a symbolic dowry––a payment for the “damages” done to 
her daughter. The Belgian conceded to give the family money (she would not tell me how 
much) and paid for a small parcelle valued at ten thousand dollars (which they have since 
sold). And though this man now rarely interacts with his Congolese family, he occasionally 
sends them money around Christmas time. 
People in my neighbourhood liked to gossip about Mama Anne. One woman, after 
learning that I knew the story about the Belgian, went on to add “elle [Mama Anne] a mal 
joué” or, “she played it all wrong,” implying that seducing a foreigner was a game in which 
one must proceed strategically. “She scared the poor man away. She should have welcomed 
him into the family, and then maybe he would have actually married her daughter. The 
daughter could have had a good life in Gombe, living in a fancy apartment. Instead she’s 
working in the clubs again. All for what? Because your friend Mama Anne got greedy.” I 
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brought up the fact that Mama Anne wanted compensation from the Belgian for the fact that 
he had “ruined her daughter for marriage.” The other women burst out into laughter, cynically 
remarking that her daughter was most probably not a virgin at the time anyway, and that 
Mama Anne was encouraging her to prostitute herself in fancy downtown clubs. This echoes 
some of what Biaya write about with regards to what he sees as women’s manipulative 
tactics: 
 
Si hier elle a été l’objet ou le jouet du mundele, elle est devenue aujourd’hui la 
plus grande manipulatrice. Elle a ainsi pris sa revanche sur le mundele 
(l’administration coloniale, l’église établie et la bourgeoisie postcoloniale) et le 
pouvoir ethnique qui l’ont générée (Biaya 1996: 366). 
  
Stories like that of Mama Anne’s daughter and the Belgian NGO worker are frequent 
and contribute to men’s paranoia. In the following case, I examine some of the ways in which 
women themselves reinforce negative stereotypes that cast them as sinister seductresses, 
robbing men of not only their money but of their dignity as well. 
I knew Clarisse while she was dating a young and successful lawyer. She would tell 
me stories of some of the cases he was working on. One such story involved a scandalous 
case of entrapment between a girl under the age of eighteen and a wealthy politician. Backed 
by a small team of Congolese men, which included Clarisse’s lawyer boyfriend and a 
policeman, this young woman used her skills in seduction to lure the politician to a hotel 
room. The team waited in a neighbouring room just long enough for the sexual encounter 
between the underage girl and the man to begin. Storming into the room, the team took photos 
of the naked couple while the lawyer explained to the mystified politician that they were 
going to take them to jail, as it is illegal to sleep with a minor. The scared politician, knowing 
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that he had been entrapped, agreed to pay a sum of money to the team. Presumably, the girl 
was compensated for her role in this episode. 
One of my university friends, studying to become a nurse, told me of many instances 
where young women will lie to their boyfriends about being pregnant in order to get money 
for abortions. I spoke to some young men I knew about this, and most of them informed me 
that they knew of such beguilement. One young man, said that he was wise to this, and if any 
woman ever tried to tell him she was pregnant, he would offer to accompany her to the doctor 
for a check up and pregnancy test, in order to make sure she was telling the truth. While these 
may be extreme cases, and fodder for much gossip, stories like these contribute to the overall 
wariness and distrust between men and women. Young women are portrayed as devious, 
looking for opportunities to dupe men out of their money. 
 
 
Living Alone 
 
  
I spent a month living in a small apartment in Bandal above a strip of terrasses located 
on a busy street. Kinois refer to the street as chaud or ‘hot,’ as it is a popular drinking place, 
especially at night. Marie, my neighbour living directly next to me, was a young woman in 
her early twenties, living alone. I was eager to get to know her, but this proved difficult, since 
she mostly stayed inside her apartment. When she was on our shared balcony, it was only to 
prepare a meal for herself. Our brief interactions were characterized by polite conversation 
and, contrary to many of the other young women I was getting to know, she seemed reticent 
and reluctant to engage in conversation with me. 
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As I grew closer to the women who worked below in the nganda, or bar, began to 
include me in their gossiping sessions. Through them, I learned that Marie had an older 
boyfriend––a married man––who came to visit her at the apartment a few times a week. I 
learned that Marie was what is referred to as deuxième bureau or ‘second office.’ Many men 
who are wealthy enough to have a mistress often rent apartments for them. These apartments 
are usually located far from the men’s homes, often in areas with lots of ambiance, or busy 
nightlife. The logic behind the location has to do with remaining inconspicuous. For instance, 
if a man’s wife happens to see her husband’s car parked in front of a bar and confronts him 
about it, his alibi will be that he was merely having a drink with friends, not spending time 
with a mistress inside an apartment. Location, in this case, serves as an alibi, a pretext for the 
visit.  I inquired why Marie avoided me––the nganda women responded that she was 
standoffish with everyone, probably to avoid any moral judgement. Clearly, Marie was 
keeping a low profile in the neighbourhood. I asked the women if they judged Marie for being 
a married man’s mistress. They considered what she did normal. “Eza normal,” they told me, 
“elle fait sa vie” (literally translated: she’s doing her life, or she’s just trying to make a living. 
There is a sense in which this expression has a double edge in that, though considered normal 
for a woman to survive, it is also a burden she must bear. This was a sentence I would hear 
repeated to me in several other similar contexts. They said that they too wished to find a rich 
older man who could support them. 
A woman who lives alone is considered abnormal and suspicious, whether she is old 
or young. People directly assume that a single woman living alone is a prostitute. For this 
reason, women who wish to live away from kinship networks will often take responsibility of 
one or more of their family members’ children. In this way, she manages the impression she 
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gives off to neighbours. The stigma associated with women living alone is linked to the fact 
that it is very difficult for a woman to support herself without help from family or 
boyfriends.46 While Westerners may see the act of living alone as a sign of independence, in 
Kinshasa, it is seen as the sign of a woman’s dependence on men. As Pype observes, “a young 
man living on his own proves to his relatives, the neighbourhood, and his potential lovers that 
he is capable of being his own man, of paying the rent. A young woman living alone, on the 
other hand, goes against the ideal of a married woman” (2011: 286). 
To be sure, there are many benefits associated with living at home. My intention in 
this section is not to deride the customs of women living with their families. Rather, I wish to 
highlight the underlying symbolism associated with femmes libres. 
  
Conclusion: The Trickiness of Female Virtue in Débrouillardiste Kinshasa 
  
This chapter has explored how pervasive ideas about female temptresses have left 
many Kinois women in a double bind. While young women are taught from an early age by 
society, their families, and the church to be virtuous, the very idea of feminine virtue is 
contradicted in many different ways. Kinshasa’s ethos of débrouillardisme, an answer to the 
lived economic realities of many women, runs counter to an idealized vision of feminine 
virtue. Further, ideas about feminine virtue can be informed by different influences both 
within and outside the family, for example, churches or mothers. And even when only a single 
influence is taken as an authority on female virtue, the message can still be unclear. For 
instance, a mother may appear to condone the practice of keeping many boyfriends by 
“turning a blind eye,” while tacitly endorsing this behavior. Likewise, there is confusion 
                                                
46 Women who are considered as a man’s deuxième bureau sometimes live at home, while others live alone. 
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within the Church, as particular churches espouse different approaches to romantic 
relationships. 
Such confusion extends to the individuals involved in romantic relationships. We have 
seen how men, while actively pursuing (and therefore seemingly endorsing) relationships that 
involve sexual transactions also tend to downplay these transactions as mere gift-giving. It 
begs the question, if men are comfortable with the transactional nature of their romantic 
relationships, why do so many feel the need to reframe their gifts of money as something 
trivial, like taxi fare? Nor is an academic exploration of such relationships free from 
ambiguity, contradiction or confusion. On the one hand, it must be admitted that women wield 
a certain agency when choosing suitors or deciding the nature of the relationship. However, in 
exploring sexual transactions, it is impossible to ignore some of the new challenges that such 
relationships have engendered for both women and men. Men, for their part are facing new 
anxieties and insecurities (Trefon 2004), while women who, in one way, benefit from sexual 
transactions also, but in so doing, reinforce a patriarchal view that stigmatizes them. As 
discussed in Chapter One, Kinshasa’s economic crisis or, la crise, has continued since the 
mid-1980s. Congo is considered a failed state, in that people are offered virtually no support 
by their government (MacGaffey 1991; Trefon 2004; De Boeck 2006). As a result, an 
informal economy has taken precedence, with people surviving due largely to their own 
innovative spirits. De Boeck has very dramatically called Congolese “more dead than alive” 
(2001: 63). Despite the metaphorical intention that can be read into this statement, I would 
argue Kinois are very much alive, but they do face serious hardships that affect the city’s 
entire social fabric, including gender relations. 
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From this moral confusion, a series of double standards emerges in which women bear 
the blame. As in the case of deliverance rituals, women are often the ones blamed for their 
own promiscuity as well as for that of men, and “bad behavior” in both women and men is 
attributed to the influence of a female demon inhabiting the woman. And while men gain 
social prestige from having many girlfriends at once, women who juggle many boyfriends are 
faced with a sense of guilt, and sometimes even social stigma—they are by default considered 
“non-serious”. An unmarried man who lives alone is seen as independent, whereas a single 
woman living alone is assumed to be dependent on a man. This dialectical relationship 
between moral confusion and a general distrust of women has translated into new challenges 
for women occupying positions within the workplace, a topic that will be the focus of the 
following chapter. 
It is undeniable that Kinois have a localized perception of romantic relationships. And 
it is tempting to abstain from imposing a Western view on these perceptions, for fear of 
succumbing to ethnocentrism. However, when we fail to acknowledge local people’s own 
interpretations of their conflicts and confusion surrounding sexual relationships, we run the 
risk glossing over some of the contemporary struggles and values that define social relations 
in contemporary Kinshasa. On television and radio programs, and amongst themselves, 
Kinois are in the midst of discussing, debating and working through some of the issues 
pertaining to modern love. This may, to some, appear to be moral chaos. But rather than 
ignore the so-called disorder, much more can be gained from acknowledging and examining 
some of the difficulties that emerge in the process of this social change. 
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Chapter 6 
Center Stage but at the Margins: Danseuse & Ndumba 
 
Setting the Stage 
 
The state of the music industry in Congo is such that musicians make a negligible 
profit from the sale of cassettes or CDs. As such, a popular band’s economic success hinges 
on live performances. Since stage shows are a crucial element of a band’s longevity, much 
attention and effort is paid to ensuring that these public spectacles attract a wide audience. 
One key factor within a concert’s winning formula is the presence of attractive, young female 
dancers, or danseuses. Danseuses perform during a select number of songs, usually appearing 
only after the second half of a song, in the part referred to as the seben or chaufée, when the 
music gets especially lively (White 2008: 114). Since the early 1990s, there has been a 
proliferation of popular bands employing young female dancers to provide a visual 
complement to song lyrics in music videos and live shows, intensifying the spectacle of the 
performance. There is a sense in which a musical performance is incomplete without the 
presence of danseuses. This brings to mind the words of Congolese scholar T.K. Biaya, “Pas 
de ndumba, pas d’ambiance” (1996:362).  
Aside from being important to the spectacle, and therefore to the economic success of 
a band, the role of the danseuse goes beyond ornament. As I will later suggest in the Chapter 
Eight, the danseuse can be seen as both upholding and challenging socially accepted norms of 
femininity. Danseuses demonstrate a level of artistry that is not shared by the average Kinois. 
Since danseuses devote their days to mastering choreography, their dancing ability is 
significantly greater than that of most other women in Kinshasa. As one young Kinois 
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schoolgirl told me, “the danseuses on television dance really well because they were born 
with talent. Some are not so talented, but they are for sure better than your average Kinois. I 
know they must work very hard and practice a lot.” 
Concert dance provides young women with the possibility of income, travel and 
celebrity, but not without a price. The danseuse’s stardom and success comes at the sake of 
her reputation. Kinshasa is overwhelmingly Pentecostal Christian, a factor that contributes to 
the discourse concerning accepted notions of femininity. There is a sense in which the 
danseuse’s morality and reputation are “sacrificed” for the sake of entertainment. I will show 
that once a danseuse is hired by a band, she publicly transgresses both “traditional” and 
Christian notions of womanhood. In this way, concert dance is largely considered the least 
“serious” or virtuous job a woman can have. If asked whether they would allow their 
daughters to perform as a danseuse with a band, most mothers would wholeheartedly respond 
with “absolutely not.” And when I posed a similar question to several young men, asking 
whether they would accept their girlfriend becoming a danseuse, I was met with a comparable 
response. 
Bob White examines Kinshasa’s modern star system, a phenomenon that has its roots 
in an earlier period of Congolese music. Since this period, the Congolese music industry has 
represented. The paradoxical relationship Congolese maintain with popular music, has 
contributed to the way in which danseuses are viewed and treated by Kinois society at large. 
In short, while danseuses may be in a unique position to pursue a career that offers them 
opportunities, and while they are in some ways admired and celebrated, they nonetheless 
come under moral judgment and scrutiny. This chapter will examine this tension between 
opportunity and moral stigma by exploring some of its manifestations, like criticism and 
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disapproval from family, peers, and Christian Churches, and ongoing comparisons with the 
colonial ndumba, as well as some of its effects, like the necessity for relationships of 
encadrement.  
 
In the Shadow of the Ndumba  
 
 
 My research suggests that Kinshasa’s female dancers are socially marginalized for 
moral reasons. Erving Goffman delineates three types of social stigma: “abomination of the 
body,” marks of “race, nation and religion,” and “blemishes of the character,” (1963: 4-5). 
The marginalization of the performer most closely reflects the last of these. Viewed by society 
at large as morally suspect, musicians and performers confront social stigma propagated by 
local evangelical churches, who often claim bands have sold their souls to the devil in 
exchange for fame. In fact, popular music is sometimes referred to in Christian discourse as 
“music of the dark world” (Pype 2012: 262). Further, musicians are often characterized as 
uneducated and immoral, often portrayed or referred to as alcoholics, marijuana smokers (an 
activity associated with the very poor and destitute in the city) and womanizers (White 2008: 
136). Pastor Remi of a large Christian congregation in my neighborhood explained to me: 
 
 
Musicians playing music in profane bands are, for the most part, not very 
righteous. There are many reasons for this. But, in general, it is because 
they have compromised their spirituality to be able to entertain the masses. 
Take Michael Jackson for instance, how can he command a crowd 
worldwide like he did? People who attended his concerts sometimes 
fainted and cried hysterically. Is this normal? He had an occult power, and 
it’s undeniable. But, we Africans here, our musicians, are known for 
dabbling in fétishes.  
 
 
 In popular opinion, the danseuse cannot escape being compared to the ndumba, a figure 
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discussed at length in Chapter Two. Gondola describes the ways in which the ndumba in 
Léopoldville was perceived by other men: “Grosse buveuse de bière. Pas de marmite, ni 
d’assiette, ni de lit pour dormir. Si vous la voyez dans la rue, vous croyez avoir affaire a une 
femme respectable, alors qu’il s’agit que d’une chose de rien du tout qui dort partout” 
(Gondola 1997: 254).  
 Like the ndumba, the danseuse earns a living by working within a domain that is not 
only dominated by men, but which also revolves around attracting the attention of men. In 
colonial Léopoldville, the ndumba often worked in the space of the nganda, or an open-air 
bar. Here, the ndumba might work as a server or manager. But, much like today’s concert 
danseuse, the ndumba was central  in colonial Léopoldville’s emerging nightlife, inspiring 
song, music, and becoming a dance partner or companion for the nganda’s mostly male 
clientele. As such, the ndumba was vital to the ambiance of nganda: “The presence of women 
who are ‘available’ was an essential feature of the nganda” (MacGaffey and Bazenguissa-
Ganga 2000: 143). Vieux Mobé, a local music historian explained to me in an interview that 
some of the ndumba in working in bars organized associations to secure their positions:  
 
The ndumda was very important to the musical scene in Leopodlville. They 
even organized themselves, and created associations called for instance, 
Diamond, and Etoile. The Greek merchants selling the latest in women’s 
fashion often gave or lent clothing to these ndumba working in bars. That 
way they were like models, and would inspire either men to want to buy the 
same outfits for their girlfriends, and even other women who passed by the 
bar. 
 
 
As MacGaffey and Bazenguissa-Ganga have discussed, the nganda was an important site for 
women just arriving to the city and seeking employment. At the time, neither colonial 
authorities nor traditional authorities considered bar work to be proper for women. So women 
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employed in the nganda were therefore subject to criticism, as they did not adhere to 
prescribed roles for women. As discussed in Chapter Two, during the colonial era, the 
ndumba operated outside of patriarchal structures (such as the traditional African family) and 
outside of the colonial ideology. Though, as a vital participant in the nganda’s overall 
ambiance, the ndumba’s presence was important to the city’s burgeoning musical culture, her 
moral reputation was impossible to maintain as she became subject to public scrutiny. 
Throughout this chapter, I suggest that the danseuse in contemporary kinois society occupies 
a similar position in terms of mediating ambiance. Most Kinois make assumption about the 
character women who work at night, such as danseuses do today, or kindumba did in the past. 
In the words of my friend’s husband, a government officer clerk in his late 30s: 
 
The women who work at the terrasse—or, as you bring up, the danseuse who 
performs at night—they are all meeting many men. If a woman is attractive, 
these men will for sure make advances. A boyfriend or a husband cannot be 
present to watch over her every minute. 
  
 
As I will examine later, the danseuse has come to epitomize the contemporary definition of 
the femme libre—a woman who is publicly exposed. In this way the danseuse is treated as a 
kind of modern-day femme libre, whom people may adore during a nighttime concert, only to 
condemn as non-virtuous the following morning. As such, the role of danseuse is considered 
to be at the bottom of the list of acceptable jobs for women—something I elaborate on in 
Chapter Seven. 
 Even within the danseuses’s own band, she is considered to be a woman of ill repute. 
Bob White writes about this in Rumba Rules, “Musicians themselves say ‘Oh no! Danseuses 
are dangerous’ or ‘watch out for AIDS!’ an expression that musicians use in a joking tone 
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when dancers walk by or leave the room” (2008: 216). Further, the danseuse occupies the 
lowest position within the band, and is thus marginalized from any decisions making, even 
when it comes to her own stage costume. Further, she is blamed during disputes—when male 
band members quarrel among themselves (White 2008: 202). The danseuse is often blamed 
for inciting conflict among band members, and depicted as temptresses, attempting to seduce 
musicians and singers to achieve their own ends.  
I frequently asked my girlfriends about why danseuses are often treated like 
kindumba. “Elles ne sont pas respectées,” I was told. But why was this the case, I would ask? 
The answers were never straightforward, nor were they consistent. One idea as to why 
danseuses incite comparisons to the figure of the ndumba kept surfacing: they often received 
gifts from male suitors. In the following interview, a former danseuse for JB Mpiana’s band 
explains how she was reluctant to accept or admit to receiving gifts from her many male 
admirers, for fear she would be thought of as a ndumba:  
 
The more I performed, the more people recognized me. I had men asking 
me out to eat, and giving me gifts like beauty products from Paris. One 
man from Brazzaville even offered to buy me a car. But I had to ask JB’s 
permission, and he said that I should not accept this. It was complicated, 
but the man gave money instead of the car. I was famous in Kinshasa, and 
everyone knew my name. When my family asked me where I got my 
clothes and the things that were given to me from men, I would say it was 
from my salary. I didn’t want them to think I was a ndumba. 
 
  
To be sure, being offered gifts from many different men is often seen as evidence that a 
woman is “exposed.” Mama Jeanne, a small shop owner, frequently referred to some of the 
women she knew as kindumba. One day, after badgering her for a long time with questions 
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about the relationship between kindumba and gifts, she told me “danseuses are beeping 
[soliciting] all kinds of men. They are looking for contacts and potential lovers all the time. If 
one is rich enough and likes a danseuse, he may even gift her money. This is how danseuses 
make their money.” At this, I asked, “But, Mama Jeanne, I know many young Congolese girls 
who do the same thing. They look for men to give them gifts. What’s the difference?” To 
which Mama Jeanne responded, “Well, first of all, it doesn’t sound like you’re hanging 
around with serious girls. And second, those girls are probably looking for husbands, so it’s 
different. But you know what, Lesley, this is the problem with Kinshasa, we are all trying to 
get by.” 
Débrouillardisme is an ethos for most people in Kinshasa—no more for women than 
for men. But it can be said that the danseuse, like the ndumba, performs this débrouillardisme 
in the most overt and public way. There is a sense in which their behaviour is visible, 
exposing not only the relationships which the danseuse pursues for the sake of 
débrouillardisme, but those of everyone else as well. Aside from the fact that a danseuse’s 
visibility leaves her more vulnerable to even wider moral criticism, in some ways the 
danseuses reflects a tacit yet common attitude toward relationships and gift-giving that leaves 
many people uncomfortable. 
 
While presenting a vast effort to recreate a new, all inclusive 
intersubjectivity on a moral basis, the religious praxis pushes aside the 
intersubjective moral model which has always been provided by ‘the 
village’, with its ethic of kin solidarity, reciprocity and gift logic. 
Paradoxically, this effort thus contributes to an increasing diabolization of 
social life as it has been lived now (De Boeck 2008: 133). 
 
 
From her role in shaping Kinshasa’s nightlife, to her male admirers, the femme libre, 
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who has come to be known as a, ndumba has left behind a legacy that continues to influence 
the ways in which people perceive and treat women who choose employment associated with 
nighttime activities, namely, danseuses. Walking home with Latecia, one of the danseuses in 
VIP Chic en Couleurs, a woman balancing a large basket of vegetables on her head called out: 
“ndumba!” at Latecia. Latecia sucked her teeth and shouted back: “tu es complexé!” 
Afterward, Latecia told me that the woman was a stranger, but assured me that she did not 
frequently encounter insults from people. Rather, she said, she is mostly confronted by 
Christians who try to convince her to give up dancing. Further, her own family members were 
the people most likely to rebuke her, especially during moments of frustration or anxiety: 
 
Latecia: Sometimes at home, if I’m lazy and don’t help with housework, I get 
yelled at by my aunt. She often calls me ndumba. 
 
Lesley: So, is this an insult for every woman? Do people use this word casually 
a lot? 
 
Latecia: Yes, people use this word, but not for every girl.  
 
Lesley: So why would your aunt use this word? 
 
Latecia: Because she’s jealous that I make some money by dancing. Because 
she’s still single and lives with us. She has no boyfriends, her hair is never 
done—she wishes she had boyfriends to give her gifts. 
 
 
This description given to me by Latecia of her aunt is an example of a woman who is 
considered to be jealous and complexée. La Fontaine writes about the complex relationship 
between the ndumba and young women growing up in the city. Though the ndumba is 
stigmatized for her non-virtuous behaviour, her social position as a desirable, independent 
wage earner is nevertheless admired: 
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To have many important lovers so that she becomes rich is a feminine 
ambition which many girls appear to hold and which receives reinforcement 
from the mass media. It is significant that the most successful courtesans are 
known as vedettes (‘stars’), the term used for famous personalities in the 
entertainment world: the ideal types of modern success (La Fontaine 1974: 
98). 
 
The danseuse in contemporary Kinois society occupies a strikingly similar position to the 
vedettes/ndumbas of the past. 
 
Parental Concerns 
 
In efforts to understand some of the ways in which danseuses are treated and 
perceived, I interviewed over twelve danseuses, as well with their parents, asking questions 
about their parents’ sentiments concerning their jobs as public performers in various popular 
bands. In most cases, danseuses said their parents were reluctant to condone involvement in 
popular bands, as musicians are often associated with un-Christian behaviour. Parents also 
disliked the idea of their daughters being away from the home past sundown. For Kinois, 
there is something particularly sinister about nighttime. In Kinshasa, the night is seen to bring 
about supernatural forces, such as Mami Wata and other spirits. One parent expressed concern 
for her daughter’s spiritual well-being: “No one can control what happens at night. If you are 
out regularly at night you are more exposed to spirits. Who knows, you could get caught up in 
a spiritual war.” This mother noticed me taking notes of what she was saying in my notebook. 
I noticed her noticing me and we both felt a little self-conscious. Perhaps sensing skepticism, 
she immediately added: “We Africans know about this. And possession exists here.” Not only 
are young women working in the domain of ambiance, threatened by malicious evil spirits, 
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but that they too will actually become Mami Wata. It is interesting to note here that “bad 
girls” are often referred to as Mami Wata, as she gained a reputation of using her sexuality to 
tempt men into giving her money and other gifts (Pype 2012: 212).  And even aside from the 
supernatural associations that the night brings, parents are aware the moral implications for 
Kinois women participating in nightlife, as has been already discussed at length. 
For certain parents, however, financial support provided from their child’s earnings as 
a danseuse creates a situation in which they are more inclined to accept dancing as legitimate 
form of employment. In other words, I learned that many parents change their attitude 
towards professional dance when they see their child performing in front of large crowds and 
on television. In an interview with Mireille, one of Papa Wemba’s dancers, a passion for 
dancing was her primary incentive for joining a popular band. Despite her parent’s 
disapproval, Mireille was adamant about becoming a dancer; she did so when she was only 
nine, and still considered an oignon, or onion, a term referring to a pubescent girl’s budding 
breasts.47 She proudly recounted:  
 
My first big concert was in Kinshasa’s stadium in front of thousands of 
people. When my mother saw me perform, she decided that I would have 
more opportunities in life as a dancer. But it took a long time for my father 
to accept my vocation. He accepts it now. 
  
 
         Similarly, another danseuse for Papa Wemba, Patricia, defied her parents and joined 
Papa Wemba’s band as a danseuse at the age of twelve. After a boy in her neighbourhood 
                                                
47 Papa Wemba is notorious for hiring under age girls. In recent years, he received considerable criticism for 
this, and has been pressured into changing his hiring practices regarding danseuses. I suspected many of Papa 
Wemba’s danseuses to be younger than 18, however, when I would enquire, danseuses responded by saying they 
were 18 years old. 
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paid one of the band’s musicians twenty American dollars, Patricia was hired and forced to 
leave home because her mother refused to let her dance with the band. It was only after her 
mother saw her performing live on television that she invited her daughter to move back 
home. For Patricia, dancing is both a passion and a job which has enabled her to travel 
extensively both within Africa and abroad to Europe. I asked her what her plans were for the 
future. “I hope to get married and have children,” she said. When I asked what she would do 
for money if that plan didn’t work out, she grew taciturn. I probed further and asked if she 
would ever let a daughter become a concert dancer, whereby she replied with a stern “no” and 
changed the subject. 
        A danseuse’s career is typically short; women generally stop dancing professionally 
before twenty-five years of age. So while concert dancing provides opportunities for 
economic advancement, that period of opportunity is brief. For this reason, the social stigma 
and sacrifices that come along with a career as a danseuse are an especially heavy price to 
pay, something that would naturally concern most parents. A danseuse with Werrason’s band 
candidly expressed her initial misgivings and current challenges regarding other people’s 
moral judgment of her as a danseuse: 
 
My parents didn’t know about my involvement with the band. They knew I 
was always a very good dancer, but I kept it a secret. That’s why I didn’t 
want to tell my parents. I went to practices and they didn’t know. I was 
especially afraid to tell my father because I knew he wouldn’t like it. My 
mother too, but I think she would have been more understanding.  
 
They eventually found out because they saw me dancing on television. I 
was so nervous. A neighbor girl told my sisters that they saw me on TV. But 
when my parents found out, they were proud of me, and then became 
supportive of my dancing.  
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I also started making money from concerts. I would give them money for 
food and new pots and pans. When I brought home money, they started 
respecting me, but they really started respecting me once I began to travel to 
places like Angola on tour.  
 
I still go to church, but it’s a cool church where they don’t criticize me. But 
the people who attend the church talk about me behind my back and 
complain to the pastor about how I earn money. I had to change churches a 
few times because of all the gossiping. My mother’s friends also talk a lot. 
They think I’m sleeping with men all the time. But what people do not 
realize is that I work hard. They think I got to where I am because I slept 
with the entire band or something.  
 
Here in Kinshasa, people think that, to become a danseuse, you must go to 
bed with a musician in the band. And there are some girls who do this. But 
what I don’t like is that people think that the only way I earn money is by 
prostituting myself. But my mother doesn’t listen to them because she 
knows I get opportunities. People are just jealous, and they are hypocrites. 
They do worse things than dance. They are jealous because I get to travel 
and have opportunities that they don’t. 
  
 
Cindy, a danseuse with King Kester Emeneya, similarly expressed how the danseuse 
is largely perceived as non-serious, though she argues such assumptions can be hypocritical: 
 
Many people think that we, danseuses, are not serious. Fine, there are some 
girls who dance in bands who may not be serious, but many are. We want to 
be famous, we work hard. I know many girls who go to church and pray all 
the time, and they are prostitutes. In Kinshasa, you never know who is 
serious. People, when they get to know me, know I am serious because I 
share my money with my family and I have clean heart 
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During one evening at a neighborhood party, I was introduced to one of my friend’s 
cousins—a young girl named Solange.48 She was said to have impressed Werrason with her 
dancing (it was not clear how she had come into contact with the bandleader) to the extent 
that he offered her a job dancing in his band. I approached Solange to inquire about her 
dancing. Coyly, she recounted that Werrason had indeed wanted to hire her but that she had 
refused. I asked why, to which she replied shrugging “moi même” implying it was her own 
prerogative that she did not accept the offer. I then asked whether her father would have 
agreed to her becoming a danseuse for Werrason. She immediately responded that he 
wouldn’t like it very much, adding: “all those danseuses you see are not well-paid anyways, 
so I decided it would not be worth it to compromise my reputation.” 
 
 
Figure 6.1: Two danseuses at a concert (photo by author) 
                                                
48 Because most of my friends were aware of the research I was carrying out about danseuses, I was frequently 
put in touch with former danseuses, or young women who aspired to dance professionally. 
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Figure 6.2: Danseuse showing me her new necklace (photo by author) 
 
 
Moral Plays on Dancing 
 
 
 Though the lifestyle and behaviour of danseuses is largely seen as immoral, it is 
interesting to note that this perception of immorality is not absolute. In other words, there is a 
disjunct between what is discursively characterized as moral behaviour and what is in reality 
practiced. I showed in Chapter Four that the very same dance movements performed in the 
space of the concert stage, are also sometimes performed in sacred spaces such as the church. 
In this sense, the way in which performance is construed as moral or immoral is context 
dependent. Further, what determines the appropriatness of the dance is often judged by who is 
watching, as well as whether a woman is single or married.  
As examined earlier in Chapter Five, sartorial practices can mean the difference 
between an appropriate or inappropriate dance. The way in which a danseuse outfits herself 
can indicate the tone of the dance, marking it as either acceptable or as worthy of moral 
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condemnation—an idea which will be unpacked later. Danseuses commonly change out of the 
clothing they rehearse and perform in before going out in public. One of Werrason’s more 
senior danseuses described to me what happened one day when she returned home in her 
dance attire: 
 
When I first started to dance for different concert bands, I was new to how 
things are done. I remember after my first day of dance practice, I stayed in 
the same clothes to take the bus back to my neighborhood. It was a big 
mistake. People on the bus stared at me and many made comments about how 
ugly and vulgar I looked. People in Kinshasa are not afraid to make strangers 
feel bad about themselves (laughing). I even have one danseuse friend who 
had her eyebrow pierced, but after so many people on buses and in taxis told 
her she looked like a prostitute and not serious, she took the piercing out.  
 
On the day people made comments about my clothing, I felt very bad about 
myself. But at the same time, very angry. I wanted to let them talk and not 
care, but I knew that I would never again return home in my dance clothes. 
Now, I bring my clothes to practice in my bag and change afterward. I also do 
this because we danseuses, as you can see, get very sweaty. Many girls know 
that it’s best to change, but when I see a younger, new danseuse who doesn’t 
change out of her clothes, I let her know that it’s not normal (eza normal té).   
  
  
This interview segment inspires an analogy, suggested to me by a Kinois, in which one can 
understand different reactions to dance as related to context. Take for instance a woman on a 
bus. If the woman proclaims: “Today, I’ve been dancing,” the responses will vary, depending 
on whether she is wearing funeral attire or a concert danseuse’s clothing. The issue here, of 
course, is not the clothing itself, but the context it indicates. 
Much like other women whose professions entail appearing in public in glamorous 
attire, danseuses come under criticism for the ways in which they are exposed. In this case, it 
is not only that a danseuse is publicly visible, but how she is visible that affects attitudes 
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toward her virtue. Danseuse’s bodies are vehicles of expression, publicly displayed with the 
intention of attracting the public’s gaze. Further, attracting attention from men in particular is 
especially important for danseuses. Costumes worn on stage are tight fitting, designed to 
show off the backside, thighs, and breasts. Body piercing is common; women adorn their lips, 
cheeks, tongues, eyebrows and belly buttons with sparkling jewelry imported from China. 
 
  
Figure 6.3 A danseuses’ (VIP band) rehearsal costume (photo by author) 
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Figure 6.4 The rehearsal costume of a danseuse from Wenge Musica Maison Mère (photo by author) 
 
Shame and Foreign Privilege  
 
As mentioned in the section on methodology, part of my participant observation 
involved my becoming a dancer with a popular orchestra. Being a danseuses left me feeling 
self-conscious, especially when I thought of what the mothers in my apartment building might 
think about me being a danseuse. My own morality did not suffer from the same scrutiny 
partly because I am a white foreigner. Put another way, my engagement as a danseuse in 
popular bands was mitigated by context.  
When I left my house in the mornings, I was sometimes asked, even interrogated 
about what was on my schedule for the day. Some of the mothers would grin and say, “You’re 
going to dance practice, aren’t you. Just please be careful, there are so many non-serious 
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people hanging around there. And those danseuses, too. Be very careful and don’t trust 
anyone.” Other female friends of mine, one of whom is a medical doctor, were terribly 
ashamed in social situations where it was revealed that I was not only studying concert dance, 
but was a danseuse myself. My friends thought that if people knew, it would provoke 
suspicion—suspicion about my personal morality. Judith, a doctor at the small neighborhood 
clinic implored me to quit: 
 
Why do you actually have to perform? Aren’t the interviews enough? A nice 
young woman like you, getting your doctorate degree, and you’re dancing 
with these non-serious women?! At least keep it to yourself, and don’t talk 
about it with the people I introduce you to. Some of them are good Christians, 
and it will confuse them and make them uncomfortable knowing that you are 
doing this. Plus, they’ll think you’re sleeping around. Is that the kind of 
reputation you want? 
 
  
She then muttered under her breath, “Maybe this is why you aren’t married.” I responded by 
asking if she thought if I was a serious woman, to which she snapped: “Of course! This is why 
I dislike what you are doing. You might even be corrupted by those girls who hang around 
nightclubs and performance venues at night!” I got the impression that Judith wanted to see 
me position myself as socially superior to Kinshasa’s performers, or at least to differentiate 
myself from them, just as she did. Judith and I would have many discussions about the 
implications of my dancing, and what it meant in general to be a danseuse. There were times 
when it became a source of tension, when I even felt our friendship was being compromised. 
I frequently heard jokes about performers who were likened to court jesters and 
buffoons. However, the fact that I am a white Westerner somehow protected me from the 
criticism that a Kinois woman would experience if she took an interest in becoming a popular 
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dancer. Or perhaps people simply did not share their views about what I was doing with me. 
There was a sense in which my Canadian identity afforded me more liberties and I could “get 
away” with certain behaviour. In fact, Judith would later come to accept my involvement in 
the world of dance and performance, writing it off as something that only “crazy white 
people” could do. In speaking with fellow danseuses about my feelings of shame, they would 
encourage me to develop a thicker skin, saying “You better get used to the talk. Here in 
Kinshasa people love to talk. But you can’t let it affect you.” Among Kinois women 
(danseuses and non-danseuses alike), a favorite retort to negative or accusatory gossip is: elle 
est complexé or, she has a complex, which implies a certain degree of hypocrisy and envy. 
Being called complexed often implies that one is a hypocrite. The issue of hypocrisy is one 
that I analyze in the subsequent chapter. 
 
Absolute Ideals: Churches’ Influence on Morality 
 
         La kinoiserie, or Kinshasa’s style of nightlife is not considered a positive expression 
for those who regard themselves as good Christians. “Christian piety has come to be defined 
in opposition to la musique profane and the world of ambiance.” (White citing Biaya 2008: 
31) These people tend to criticize this lifestyle as being morally wrong (Pype 2008: 45). 
Specifically, alcohol, music, dancing, and overt displays of sexuality are condemned by 
Christians. And thus, people are especially urged to abstain from going to bars and nightclubs 
where they might easily be tempted. The world of the professional concert danseuse rests 
squarely within the profane world which Christians reproach. Yet, contrary to what some 
Kinois claim, many danseuses consider themselves Christians and attend Church regularly, 
  
 
201 
praying before each rehearsal. Drawing from Vanisna’s discussions of “women’s strategies” 
(1982), Bob White suggests that, “For some women, going to church represents a means of 
reconstructing an image of piety and female honor” (White 2008: 188). The goal here is not to 
determine whether a danseuse is managing her morality publicly by attending church, but that 
other women are be doing the same. So, while many Christians feel there is no gray area in 
the question of a danseuse’s morality, the fact that many danseuses themselves are Christians 
makes this black and white view of morality tricky. 
         The evening before one Werrason concert at the Zamba Playa, I waited backstage with 
the danseuses before they were called to perform. We boisterously joked around, as some of 
the women drank beer, flirted with men, or made adjustments to their costumes. I noticed 
several of the danseuses sneak away to the toilets to surreptitiously smoke marijuana. I asked 
several of the danseuses about this, and I was told in a hushed manner that many of the 
performers enjoy smoking before the concert because it gives them strength and courage to 
battle stage fright. While the danseuses queued up at the stage entrance moments before their 
performance, they all got together in a circle holding hands for a brief prayer session. After 
we all said amen, a danseuse winked at me and said, “You see? We danseuses are serious too. 
I don’t care what anyone thinks, we’re all Christians here.”49  
                                                
49 The danseuses in Werrason’s band often makes a public spectacle out of praying before they go up to the 
stage. It was never made explicit to me, but I got the sense that they did this because of Werrason’s reputation of 
being associated with the occult. Werrason himself has taken measures to offset this public perception by 
attending his brother’s church. 
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Figure 6.5 Danseuses waiting backstage before a performance at the Zamba Playa (Photo by author) 
 
Unlike the inflexible rhetoric of Pentecostal groups, who condemn any use of drugs, 
there did not seem to be a contradiction for these girls. This is not to say that all danseuses 
smoke marijuana; in fact most of Felix Wazekwa’s danseuses claim they do not smoke nor 
drink alcohol. However, the general perception in Kinshasa is that the majority of performers 
indulge in alcohol and drugs. Throughout the interviews I conducted, most of the danseuses I 
encountered yearned to be accepted by society and to be viewed as decent women, despite 
their career choice. For this reason, many danseuses manage impressions of themselves when 
they are not performing, struggling to maintain the image of an “ideal,” “serious” woman 
when they are away from the concert milieu. 
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The Death of a Danseuse 
 
In Pentecostal television melodramas, as Pype has examined, the idea of 
“womanhood” frequently figures prominently in the the staging of women’s morality: “A 
woman is at once adored and blamed, worshiped and despised” (2012: 278). This dichotomy 
of a woman’s morality extends even more broadly into popular culture in general, an 
danseuses are certainly not exempt from being faced with these two opposing reactions.  
         In June of 2012, I was invited by Mami Illela, a well-known journalist who covers 
music industry news, to attend the wake of a popular concert dancer named Monica Celest. In 
the 1990s, Monica had been the lead dancer, or cheftaine, for BCBG Wenge Musica. As 
Monica had been only in her early 30s when she died, I asked what had caused her death. 
Mami Illela simply replied, “la maladie,” without specifying what kind of illness that had 
afflicted Monica, and instead changed the subject. Monica’s wake was highly publicized, 
which is not typical of wakes for concert dancers, particularly because most danseuses die 
penniless––their families often do not have enough resources to host a large wake. This wake 
was unique in that it was entirely paid for by the bands Monica had danced for, namely by 
JB’s Wenge Musica BCBG.50 
         Upon arriving, Mami Illela led me into the event hall, a space generally used for the 
wakes of prominent figures in Kinshasa. This exclusivity is in part because the hall is large 
enough to accommodate hundreds of people, but also because rental fees are expensive by the 
average person’s standards. Once inside, I was overwhelmed by the number of musicians and 
dancers present. I was greeted by JB Mpiana himself, as well as by his entourage. Many 
                                                
50 Monica, originally a dancer for JB Mpiana, left the band to dance for Werrason, only to return to JB’s band. 
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danseuses were also present—some who were currently working as professional dancers as 
well as some who were retired. Because this wake was held for a popular concert danseuse, 
all attendees were dressed very flamboyantly, in attire that one might see on stage at a 
concert.51 
Following the customary ritual in which one circles around the casket to say farewell 
to the deceased, a reception was held in the outdoor courtyard of the main event’s hall. A 
small stage had been erected in the courtyard, and a concert was to be put on by JB Mpiana 
and some of the members of Werrason. Because the wake was televised, several cameramen 
hovered around the concert area. Both Werrason and JB Mpiana performed several songs 
while the danseuses danced together in the space in front of the stage, creating a feeling of 
communitas. A common adage in Lingala is biso na biso, or “we are together.” And this was 
certainly the atmosphere which the attending TV cameramen sought to capture. For several 
days following Monica’s wake and funeral, television stations would continue to air images 
from the events. This act of honouring Monica was perhaps part of a wider national cultural 
pride, with journalists paying homage to this woman who they referred to as notre danseuse.  
In addition, there was a sense of paternalistic pride on the part of JB Mpiana for 
having not only been Monica’s employer, but also for paying the expenses of her funeral. It 
was as if this wake were an opportunity for the bandleader to show off his wealth. In 
interviews with journalists danseuses also sang praises for JB Mpiana’s willingness to pay for 
the wake and funeral. This libanga, or form of praise-singing, helped to portray JB in a 
paternal light, a “father of his band”––benevolent protector, and a leader who makes sure his 
                                                
51 Wakes as funerals are occasions in which the deceased’s aesthetics, or identity, is represented by the 
attendees. For instance, if the deceased was a motorcycle taxi-boy, his colleagues will be in their work outfits, 
and will circle the caskets not on foot, but on their motorbikes. 
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dancers are “bien encadré.” In his own interviews, JB Mpiana referred to Monica almost as a 
daughter.  
In one television interview, Monica’s sister also profusely thanked JB Mpiana for 
paying the funeral bills, and further honoured him by speaking about how well he cares for his 
band members, which reaffirmed or legitimized JB’s authority as bandleader. But Monica’s 
sister also took the opportunity to strongly defend her sister’s honour, by proclaiming 
“Monica aza mwana bala bala te”, or “Monica wasn’t a girl of the street.” I was curious as to 
why she felt compelled to differentiate her sister from “street girls” or “public girls”––both 
terms implying prostitution. Was the defence of her sister a reaction to the public’s perception 
of danseuses in general? Asking several of my girlfriends what they thought about the sister’s 
interview, I was met with reactions that made me feel rather naïve: “Dancers have terrible 
reputations, everyone knows that,” one friend respond, adding, “Monica’s sister was probably 
saying those things because of all of the gossip she was hearing.” In another friend’s words: 
“The fact that Monica died of AIDS is also probably a reason for her sister defending her 
against rumours about being promiscuous.” 
AIDS is often referred to as simply la maladie, and, when it causes someone’s death, 
that fact is usually hidden. Indeed, there is shame associated with AIDS in Kinshasa, and 
women who die of this disease are automatically thought of as prostitutes. Though there had 
been no mention of Monica’s health issues, or the cause of her death during her funeral, many 
people in Kinshasa were apparently aware that Monica had been sick with AIDS for the past 
five years. Perhaps another reason for keeping the cause of Monica’s death quiet is that it is 
widely understood that bandleaders and/or musicians sleep with a band’s danseuses. 
Therefore, it was in the bands’ best interest to remain tight-lipped about Monica’s illness. In 
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other words, openly discussing Monica’s battle with AIDS might suggest that JB himself 
could have HIV. In the words of my friend Martini: 
 
AIDS is very shameful here in DRC. It would reflect very badly on JB if 
people talked about Monica dying of AIDS. Even though we all know she 
died of AIDS, it’s still better that people aren’t reminded, because the more 
they are reminded, the more they might think JB or some other musician in 
the band has it. 
 
 
         Monica’s wake reveals the paradoxical nature of popular perceptions of danseuses. 
While she was honoured by those who knew her with an elaborate funeral service, and 
celebrated as a gem of national culture by the media, it was nonetheless necessary for loved 
ones to defend her honour as a “good” woman who was “not of the streets.”  
 
Bound to Men: Relationships of Power and Opportunity  
 
The majority of the danseuses I met and interviewed were unmarried, and most did not 
maintain steady romantic relationships. As the choreographer for Werrason, Maître Mao 
explained how a danseuse’s job might get in the way of romantic relationships and vice versa. 
As a result, he prefers that his dancers remain single: 
 
I don’t like it when danseuses have boyfriends because it interferes with so 
many different things. Like dance practice—sometimes a boy might want to 
spend more time with his girlfriend, and will convince her to skip practice 
so that they can be together. You see, this is a problem for me. Or, an even 
bigger problem is the jealousy. Danseuses wear sexy outfits when they 
practice and perform shows, and most boyfriends will get jealous of other 
men looking at their girlfriends. They might forbid their girlfriends from 
wearing the designated costume. Boyfriends also get jealous because there 
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are many musicians who want to date the danseuses. Danseuses sometimes 
have to travel abroad, and boyfriends become paranoid that their girlfriends 
will find another man. It just doesn’t work. 
 
 
In one vignette from Bob White’s ethnography about Kinshasa’s popular music, during an 
audition, a high-ranking band member asked the auditioning danseuses if she was married yet 
(2008:144): 
“What’s your name?” he asks, pointing the microphone at her. 
“Olga.” 
“Are you married yet?” 
“No.”  
 
 
This marital status question is common during auditions. It is tempting to draw parallels to 
earlier colonial times when Belgian bureaucracy demanded that women define themselves as 
either married or single “libre” before they entered the city. What is clear is the suggestion 
that to be hired as a danseuse, one must be “libre.” It can be said that having unmarried 
women in the band contributes to the bandleader’s overall aura and prestige.  
As a means of discipline, some bandleaders and choreographers attempt to control 
female band members’ sexual activities, even going so far as to take them as their own 
girlfriends. But even when this is not the case, one can discern problems of trust in such forms 
of sexual control, both in terms of a band’s reluctance to trust danseuse’s self-discipline, as 
well as in assumptions a band might make regarding interfering boyfriends. Likewise, 
danseuse’s boyfriends are likely to distrust not only their girlfriends, but other men as well, in 
particular fans and fellow band members. 
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Figure 6.6/6.7: Maître Mao at a rehearsal (photos by author) 
 
 
  
 
209 
Maître Taureau 
 
In an interview with Lye M. Yoka, the general director of Kinshasa’s National 
Institute of the Arts (L’INA), I was told I should meet with Maître Taureau (otherwise known 
as Maître Ngombe)—one of Congo’s first choreographers. Yoka informed me that Maître 
Taureau is known for “claiming” all of his danseuses as his own women. I met with Maître 
Taureau—who had recently turned 90 years old—at his dance studio in the municipality of 
Yolo Sud. Wearing an Obama t-shirt, he received me with open arms. I explained to him that 
I was interested in professionalized forms of dancing in Kinshasa, to which he replied that I 
had come to the right place, especially since he is known locally as a “living national library.” 
Maître Taureau first became recognized for choreographing and staging traditional dance for 
Belgian colonial dignitaries in Léopoldville. In post-colonial Zaire, he organized 
performances for President Mobutu’s authenticity campaigns. Mobutu’s valorization of all 
things “traditionally African” promoted and encouraged African ballet groups, leading 
eventually to the creation of a Zairian national Ballet—one which still performs and tours 
today.  
Lesley: You have an impressive biography, and I can see why you are referred to 
as Congo’s living library! So, you were a choreographer for African ballet style 
dance? 
 
Maître Taureau: Yes, but also, later, I choreographed rumbas, and other partner 
dancing. 
 
Lesley: What is the difference between managing male and female dancers? 
 
Maître Taureau: There are big differences. Women lack discipline. And they 
need to be managed.  
 
Lesley: What does this mean “managed”? 
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Maître Taureau: As a leader, I had to make sure they were on time to rehearsals 
and things like that.  
 
Lesley: This sounds like some of the challenges that choreographers of popular 
bands today express to me.   
 
Maître Taureau: (laughing) Some things don’t change. 
 
Lesley: I noticed that most of the concert danseuses I’ve spoken to are not 
married. Was this true for the young women you trained? 
 
Maître Taureau: Yes. You cannot be married and dance. And they cannot even 
have a boyfriend. I would not permit it. 
 
Lesley: Do you think these dancers could not have boyfriends because maybe the 
boyfriends would be jealous of you? 
 
Maître Taureau: Yes, probably.  
 
Lesley: Are you married? 
 
Maître Taureau: I have been married for many decades to the same woman. She 
is my one and only, and I will introduce you to her later. 
 
Lesley: Do you think your wife was jealous of the danseuses?  
 
Maître Taureau: We are in Africa, of course she was jealous. But she had to 
accept it. Also, she knew that she was my wife, the other women were work-
related.  
 
Lesley: Would you let your daughter dance in a popular band? 
 
Maître Taureau: Absolutely not! But if it were dancing like Western ballet or 
other dance I would, because it’s more professional. But these concert bands, 
forget it. It would be an embarrassment to me.  
 
Lesley: What if she wished to do African style ballet? 
 
Maître Taureau: (thinking about it for a moment) I don’t think so.  
 
To be sure, Maître Taureau is from another generation, but younger generations 
nevertheless express similar attitudes toward dance and dancers.  
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Figure 6.8 Maître Taureau in front of his dance studio (photo by author) 
 
In the Hot Seat: Television Interview With Blanche Neige 
 
Using the moniker “Blanche Neige,” I appeared alongside my bandleader from VIP 
Chic en Couleurs on national television several times, giving both interviews and 
performances. In one of the interviews, the journalists, both of whom were men, wanted to 
know if I was single, or “libre”. The question made me defensive, and prompted me to lie and 
say I was engaged, a response I thought would prevent any solicitation. The interviewer 
inquired about my fiancé’s opinion of my dancing: “Wow, you’re engaged? (laughing) What 
does your fiancée think about this?” he asked, adding coyly, “or does he even know?”  He 
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then asked if I thought it appropriate for an engaged or married woman to dance like this. I 
responded by posing a question of my own: “Is dancing in a band only suitable for young 
single women?” Both journalists laughed nervously. With this I grew more annoyed, and 
could not prevent myself from launching into a diatribe about how “dancers should be treated 
with more respect, because it is a career, after all.” The subject matter was quickly changed 
and Oli 5, the bandleader shifted in his seat and began talking about VIP Chic en Couleurs’ 
new album. 
 
Figure 6.9 Blanche Neige introduced at a VIP performance (photo by author) 
 
         When we left the interview, Oli 5 asked me if I thought I had performed well. I told 
him I thought we had both come off as articulate and that it had gone smoothly. But I knew 
what he was driving at. Grinning at me and looking down at his feet like a schoolboy, Oli 5 
meekly added “It would have been nice if you had said you were single.” I laughed and 
reluctantly agreed, asking him if he thought such an answer would have boosted the band’s 
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popularity. Oli 5 responded with just one word: “voila.” I then realized that, on a deeper level, 
the performance that was demanded of me as “Blanche Neige” went beyond dance routines, 
but also required me to play out a certain persona—that of a single woman. This realization 
suddenly made me feel vulnerable, even exposed, for the first time—not necessarily because I 
felt as if Oli 5 was making sexual advances, but because I felt as if my being single left me 
with no excuse to decline any advances made on the part of spectators. Perhaps on one level, I 
initially claimed to be engaged because this would protect me, and give me a pretense to 
politely refuse any potential suitors.         
 
Test Night At Werrason 
 
After serendipitously meeting Sankara, Werrason’s porte parole, I expressed to him 
my desire not only to meet the danseuses in the band, but to possibly even become one 
myself. After a few phone calls to Werrason, a meeting was arranged at the band’s 
headquarters, called Zamba Playa, or Maison Mère, not far from Matonge—one of 
Kinshasa’s original nightlife hotspots. The meeting would take place during the band’s 
Thursday night public rehearsal.  
I attended the rehearsal, which appeared more like a concert since there were over 200 
people in attendance. As Sankara and I rolled up to the venue, I realized that I was being 
paraded around like a girlfriend. Arm in arm, Sankara and I made our way through the crowd 
to the front row, where a table was waiting for us. Sankara was indeed a VIP. After watching 
the opening act, I was led backstage to meet Werrason. I met Werrason as well as with the 
other musicians and singers. Werrason himself invited me to try out for the position of 
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danseuse by participating in “the test.” This kind of test usually requires danseuses to perform 
in front of a live audience. Danseuses usually prepare a short choreography to which they add 
improvisation, depending on the drummer’s style. Subsequently, the bandleader will then ask 
the audience to decide whether he should hire the dancer. In a “thumbs up or thumbs down” 
fashion, the audience makes the decision. I was advised by my friends that I needed to “pay 
for some votes” which would require me to meet with Werrason’s resident sapeurs, buy them 
beer and maybe distribute a few dollars to each of them. I was intimidated by the high level 
ability of the band’s danseuses, but Werrason’s musicians reassured me that being hired 
“depends a lot on your outfit and presentation.”   
That night, with Sankara beside me, I agreed to accept the test challenge. Werrason 
asked me if I had “dancing clothes” with me. I later learned that one’s clothing was one of the 
most important dimensions to a performance—the dancing came second. Dressed in a long 
black dress, I was far from wearing the appropriate dancer’s attire. Werrason called me on 
stage to introduce me in front of the audience: “Here is a mundele, who wants to be a part of 
our band. She wants to dance! Her name is Lesley and she is from Canada. Shall we let her 
take the test?” The crowed cheered. Werrason gestured to me to get ready for the ensuing test. 
I whispered into his ear that I did not feel ready to take the test because I was not properly 
dressed. He touched my shoulder reassuringly, said “Ok,” and explained to the crowd that 
they would have to wait until the following week to see the mundele dance. The audience, 
despite their cheering, seemed to understand my dilemma. Werrason asked the crowd “If she 
passes the test, who should she be lodged with?” Implying I was to live with a musician. The 
audience yelled out some of the band members’ names while I stood before them, with a half 
smile on my face. This was said lightheartedly, and it was clear that I would not have to live 
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with any of the male band members, but the comment nevertheless offered a reminder of a 
danseuse’s position. Bob White highlights the subordinate position of the danseuse when he 
writes, “One band manager I interviewed stated very clearly that any woman who wanted to 
dance with their band had to ‘pass through him first,’ meaning that she must provide sexual 
favors to get the job” (White 2008: 216).  
 
Exploitation, Encadrement, and Male Prestige  
 
Bandleaders are notorious for their sexual relationships with danseuses. Bandleader 
Koffi Olomide is an extreme example, as he openly admits to sleeping with all of his female 
dancers. In fact, his danseuses are lodged in a single house, living together, sequestered from 
their families, in a sort of harem. Koffi, like many popular bandleaders masterfully crafts his 
image to differentiate himself from other singers. The fact that he insists on keeping all of his 
danseuses under one roof is consistent with his image as a monstre d’amour or a “love 
monster.” 
It was difficult getting in touch with Koffi’s danseuses, but, as my journalist friend 
insisted, my being a foreign woman would work in my favour; the dancers themselves would 
feel more comfortable around a woman and Koffi would not feel the threat of male 
competition52. In fact, the prestige associated my foreignness might even grant me access that 
local interviewers do not usually have. However, I never received an invitation to visit the 
dancers’ house, though I did meet up with several of them in the homes of acquaintances. I 
posed questions about their experiences performing with the band, and, as many of the 
                                                
52 Had I been a man, Koffi might assume that I was attempting to court his danseuses. 
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danseuses had previously danced with other popular bands, I asked them is there was 
anything different about dancing for Koffi. This inspired much showboating, and the women 
began firing off reasons as to why they were superior to danseuses in other bands. One 
argument that came up several times was that they had a particular physique: “You see that 
we are healthy women. We have a good shape because we make sure we eat very well. We 
are famous for this.” Upon inquiring about how they managed to eat so well, I was met with 
this response: “Well, we all live together. Koffi takes very good care of us. He pays for 
whatever we need.” I wanted to know more about their living arrangement, but the more I 
inquired, the less they were willing to speak about it. They merely stated: “Koffi nous encadre 
bien.” Understandably, none admitted to any sexual relations with Koffi, perhaps, in part, 
because they did not know me well enough to divulge such private details. 
On a separate occasion, my friend Miete, a former danseuse, and cheftaine in Koffi’s 
band, told me in a combative tone that Koffi goes to bed with all of the danseuses. She further 
explained that he gives them financial incentives to do so, as well as other types of incentives, 
like the promise of travel. Miete danced for his band for over five years, but she eventually 
felt imprisoned by this “love monster,” and left the band to join another: 
At first I felt as though I was special because I was intimate with Koffi, and 
that maybe he would buy me things like a car or a small house for my 
parents, but this did not happen. There were nights when we were all 
drinking together in his big house, and he would take dancers one by one 
into his bedroom. If you want to be a danseuse for Koffi, this is what you 
must do. I’m happy I left when I did. 
 
Here, then, exploitation can take the form both financially, as danseuses are the least paid 
members within the band, and sexually, as they are sometimes expected to have sexual 
relations with male band members. Most bandleaders, save for Koffi, are not quite so flagrant 
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with their personal philandery with danseuses. However, it is typical in every band that 
danseuses vie for the attention of the bandleader. I observed this during performances and 
public rehearsals, when danseuses did their best to invent excuses to speak to the bandleader, 
or attempt to adjust their costumes in front of the musicians in hope of catching their eye. To 
be favoured by the bandleader brings travel and additional money. Danseuses look to be 
encadré by musicians or bandleaders for financial gain, or to further secure their position 
within the band. 
Beyond flirtation with her fellow band members, Karine, a former danseuse with a 
popular band recounted how she was encouraged to flirt with the rich businessmen who 
attended the band’s performances. On one occasion, after an evening show, the band informed 
Karine of a man eager to meet her. They insisted that she agree to go on a date with him, as 
there was a possibility he would become the band’s patron. I asked Karine whether this made 
her feel any resentment toward her band. Laughing, she responded that she was happy to go 
for nice dinners with suitors, and that she never felt any pressure to engage in sexual activity. 
Lesley: Don’t the men who take you out on dates only want to sleep with you? 
 
Karine: Well, maybe, but they really just want to be seen in public with popular 
dancers. 
 
Lesley: You mean it gives them prestige? 
 
Karine: Yeah, men in Kinshasa are romancers and want to show everyone that 
they are  
good romancers. To be a good romancer there are many things, but the main thing 
is you have to have money. Or you have to be willing to spend money on women. 
 
Lesley: So then you didn’t sleep with these rich businessmen who took you out on 
dates? 
 
Karine: No. 
 
Lesley: How did you get away with that? What if they put the moves on you and 
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you refused? Wouldn’t they just go to your band and complain to them? 
 
Karine: Maybe, but I would tell the band that the man brutalized me. 
       
My research suggests that popular bands rely on their danseuses for more than 
entertaining the audience. In socializing with prominent men, danseuses gather additional 
sources of income for the band, something crucial to its success.53 Despite these additional 
expectations, the danseuses remain the lowest-paid members of a band. Popular dancing can 
hardly be referred to as employment, as danseuses are not paid a real wage. Rather, they are 
given a meager sum of money following a performance, depending on how much revenue was 
earned. At times, danseuses are remunerated for the expense of transportation to dance 
practices. However this depends on the band’s overall cash flow. 
 
The Benefits of Encadrement  
 
In 2008 Le Monstre D’amour, Koffi Olomide hired Cindy, Le Coeur, a female singer 
and graduate of l’Insitut National d’Art (l’INA) to become his permanent singing partner. 
Aside from singing duets, Koffi presents Cindy as a kind of ‘stage wife’—in one 
performance, she has even worn a wedding dress, as well as a wedding ring. Many local 
music scholars such as Manda Tchebwa argue that the marketing strategy behind Koffi and 
Cindy’s partnership follows that of Tabu Ley Rochereau and Mbilia Bel, a popular duo of the 
1970s. Kinois enjoy gossiping about the personal lives about performers, and perhaps the 
story which provided the most fodder for people’s gossip was the one concerning Tabu Ley 
                                                
53 Kinshasa’s popular music has evolved in such a way as to maximize profit. For instance, prominent 
businessmen are solicited for support through the mention of their names in songs (White 2008).  
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and Mbilia Bel. Discussions about women singers are often subsumed by the ways in which 
they are related to male singers. Other examples include Tschala Mwana and Suzy Kasseya, 
and Mpongo Love and Empompo Loway. Tchebwa has charted all of the female singers to 
grace Congo in the last 50 years (1996: 150) and includes the men, or encadreurs who 
provided encadrement. Female singers, though few and far between, always appeared along 
side a popular male singer—especially in the 1970s and 1980s. 
In Kinshasa, it is rare to find a solo female vocal act, and many of the singers who are 
currently famous got their start by singing alongside a man. In many ways, it is advantageous 
to be encadré by a man in this manner. In an interview with the acclaimed Congolese music 
historian, Vieux Mobé: 
 
Because the music industry is dominated by men, it is understandable that 
women find it easier to get their start by singing duets with famous 
bandleaders such as Koffi. Cindy is referred to as “la femme de Koffi” even 
though he is married to another woman. In this way, Cindy is protected and 
people assume that she is not being propositioned, simply because she is 
encadré by the bandleader. Cindy has more power this way. And Koffi has 
power too, because when they sing love duets, the performance is more 
believable than if Cindy were married to another man. It would make Koffi 
appear like less of a man. Of course, no one really knows what is going on 
with her romantic life, but people are more comfortable seeing a female 
entertainer at the side of man. It is in our culture. 
 
 
Rumors in Kinshasa circulate about Koffi and Cindy’s relationship. Stories abound 
about the ways in which Koffi controls both her personal life and public image. For instance, 
Cindy does not engage in libanga (White 1999, 2008) a practice of name-dropping during 
performance in in exchange for money in which throwing out names is likened to tossing out 
stones or kobwaka libanga (jeter des pierres). A system of sponsorship emerges from this 
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relationship between musicians and individuals eager to hear their name “thrown.” The 
following excerpt describes the individuals who serve as a band’s sponsors: 
 
I use the term sponsor in several ways. For one, it refers to a commercial or 
corporate entity that offers to assume some of the artist’s professional 
expenses in exchange for the artist’s endorsement of a particular service of 
product. But I also use the term to describe those individuals, often also fans 
of the artist’s performance and private space and/or for some form of public 
recognition (2008: 170). 
 
Many Kinois believe that Koffi does not want Cindy to engage in libanga because it makes 
her look “less serious.” Further, because Cindy is presented as Koffi’s “woman,” the notion of 
her calling out the names of other men in public performances would in some ways suggest 
that she is cheating on Koffi by soliciting men. In many interviews, I asked different people 
their opinion of Cindy, and why they thought she does not use libanga. The resounding 
response was that Koffi wants the public to know he has enough money to take care of Cindy 
so that she doesn’t have to solicit money from other men through the practice of libanga. By 
making a public show of his ability to provide for his women—both his lead singer and his 
danseuses—Koffi is reinforcing his masculinity through the encadrement of his women. 
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Figure 6.9 Koffi and his danseuses during a performance at a night club (photo by author) 
 
Referred to by many as Congo’s Céline Dion, Mbilia Bel is one of Congo’s most 
famous female singers. Despite having been encadré by Tabu Ley Rochereau early in her 
career, Mbilia Bel nonetheless engaged in libanga in the 1970s. When I asked my informants 
why throwing libanga was acceptable for Mbilia Bel but not for Cindy, I was told that “the 
‘stones’ of today are different than they were in the past. Men will ‘drag’ [sexually solicit] a 
performer if she engages in the act of libanga.” Vieux Mobé makes special allowance for 
Mbilia Bel due to her long and illustrious career:  
 
Things in Kinshasa have changed. Mbilia Bel sang during the Golden Era of 
Kinshasa’s music, and continues to sing today. But she has gone solo. She 
sings alone, which is partly why she throws libanga. But also, because she 
has paid her dues, and is such a famous star that she can get away with it. 
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The practise of gift-giving in Congo often implies an exchange of some sort. And 
though I will not delve into the complexities of this issue here, it is important to note the ways 
in which attitudes toward the practise of libanga or mabanga, speaks to larger issues of gift 
giving. Male bandleaders sing the names of people who have gifted the band money. Women 
on the other hand, when given money by a man, are usually expected to sleep with them. 
Perhaps this is one reason as to why Cindy does not practice libanga—it would lead people to 
believe that she was doing more than singing names of men. Further, by refraining from 
libanga, Cindy is showing her audience that she does not need money, as she is already 
encadré by a man, and thus financially taken care of. 
In 2012, the choreographer of VIP Chic En Couleurs was dating the one of the band’s 
lead danseuses. In fact, their relationship was the reason she had been hired in the first place, 
as he had recommended her. Nevertheless, this danseuse was a virtuosic dancer, capable of 
mastering complex choreography in a short period of time. In an interview, she explained that 
she would not have become a danseuse had she not had a boyfriend in the band: 
 
I’ve always loved to dance. And everyone told me that I was gifted. I wanted 
to be a danseuse but I didn’t feel comfortable dancing with a band without 
knowing anyone in the band. My boyfriend began to work for VIP and he 
invited me to start dancing professionally. I thought it was a good opportunity 
and, because he is my boyfriend, I feel protected and my family accepts my 
dancing. I now trust the band because I know them, but you never know what 
could happen. 
 
  
This danseuse exemplifies the idea of encadrement. For many women who work in domains 
that make them highly visible, the most practical way to manage it is to have either a 
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boyfriend or husband who works in the same field—a man who not only protects her, but also 
“keeps an eye on” her. The Congolese music historian and scholar Manda Tchebwa told me in 
an interview that because danseuses are open to social networks that can be potentially 
advantageous, they are left exposed (Fieldnotes Manda Tchebwa October 2013). Because 
their work moves them in visible positions in public, such women are vulnerable to men’s 
advances, but having a man around protects them in this regard. Moreover, a woman’s 
employment may pose problems in her romantic relationship with a man, unless he feels he 
can keep watch on her while she works. For both these reasons, many working women feel 
encadrement is a sensible solution to the problem of balancing relationships and work. 
 
Marriage: Exchanging one Frame for Another 
 
Though danseuses earn a minimal salary, one of the fringe benefits of dancing is that 
it can provide young women with an extended social network. Through this network, 
danseuses hope for opportunities to meet someone influential, who may facilitate travel or 
perhaps even marriage. Many young danseuses aspire to meet a wealthy businessman who 
will fall in love with them and marry them. This is not to say that danseuses are not passionate 
about dance––it is hard to imagine that a danseuse would knowingly become marginalized in 
society solely for the sake of networking––but they also remain hopeful that one day they will 
become famous, or that they will travel abroad, and meet rich men who will marry and 
support them. As I will later elaborate, this potential of a network that is free from patriarchal 
figures, like the father or the boyfriend, is what arouses anxieties among men. Further, this 
freedom moves them into the category of femme libre, and is precisely why danseuses are 
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marginalized in the first place. 
Though danseuses are unmarried, and generally remain so even after their career is 
over, there are some notable exceptions. One such is Miete, a former danseuse who danced 
for two popular bands, Koffi and JB Mpiana. She was courted by a wealthy man who had a 
penchant for danseuses and nightlife in general. The two fell in love, but he would not marry 
Miete so long as she remained a danseuse. Miete was convinced to quit her job and become a 
married woman, leaving behind her life as a femme non-serieuse. She was fortunate enough to 
marry a man with good social connections and enough money to build a house. Yet Miete 
longs for the days of her dancing career, though she says she’s content being at home with her 
four children: 
 
I stay at home, I cook, take care of the children and manage the house. This is 
what every woman wishes for — to be taken care of. It’s my Cinderella story 
come true. But, I have to tell you, it was hard becoming a member of my 
husband’s family. They still do not really accept me. I don’t trust a lot of 
women, because who knows what they will say about me behind my back, 
and maybe to my husband’s family. Because I have a nightlife reputation, 
people think that I am still like this. They might invent stories to create 
problems. 
 
  
I spent a lot of time with Miete over the course of my fieldwork. She often organized 
evenings where she invited all her former dancer colleagues to her home.  All in their late-
thirties, eight of the women who attended were unmarried. Several of them were still 
employed as danseuses––one for Tschala Mwana, a well-known singer and performer first 
made famous in the late 1980s. But those who no longer danced now either eked out a living 
through petty commerce or were supported by family members. We sat in Miete’s living 
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room, chatting convivially and drinking beer. But I could not help feeling as though the other 
women were envious of Miete. As the night progressed and as we all moved on to our second 
large bottle of beer, some of the women began asking me more specific questions about my 
research. I emphasized that I was interested in how Kinois society viewed danseuses. The 
tone became somber, and one by one, these women began to recount the hardships they face 
because of the choice they had made to enter the world of musical entertainment. One woman 
began: 
 
People don’t realize how hard we worked, how much effort we put into 
dancing and learning new choreography. They think all we’re doing is 
partying and sleeping around to get rich. The life of a danseuse is difficult.  
 
  
Miet, who had remained quiet for most of the evening, piped up to contribute her say in the 
matter: 
As a danseuse, you are limited to a career of around 10 years, and many girls 
quit before then. It’s hard to get used to the average lifestyle after having a 
taste of the stage. And it’s even more difficult once you have traveled abroad 
with the band on a tour. 
  
 
Towards the end of the evening, many of the women approached me and asked if I would 
help them start a project of some sort. It was suggested that maybe a dance school for foreign 
ex-patriots living in Kinshasa might be popular. We all exchanged our mobile numbers and 
said our goodbyes. One former danseuse said to me in private after we gave each other the 
customary three kisses: “I want to tell you that I will never be able to get married because I 
used to dance for a popular band. None of us will. It is very rare. This is the price we pay. 
And in Kinshasa, there are many things that are not fair, and this is one of them.” I was the 
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last to leave, and helped Miete tidy up the living room. Putting the beer bottles back in the 
cases, Miete continued what she spoke about earlier: 
 
You know, Lesley, I loved my career as a dancer, and I wish I could still be 
involved, like going to concerts. But my husband refuses to let me go. This is 
why I host evenings at home. I understand why he keeps me at home, because 
I know that people might start to talk. All of those women who were here, 
they all wish and pray that they get married. But the reality is that no one will 
marry them, because they have corrupted themselves. Corrupted themselves 
by doing something that they loved. My husband says that it was a life I gave 
up to be a decent woman instead. Sometimes, I wish I could go to the big 
funerals of musicians, which all of the people I used to know and work with 
attend. Once, I tried to tell my husband that it was important, but he forbade 
me to go, and beat me to make sure I wouldn’t. Just because I live in this 
house doesn’t mean I have it easy. I put up with a lot. 
  
 
Miete’s story stuck with me for a long time. Without mentioning names, I discussed Miete’s 
situation with some of my friends. Melina, a university student, explained to me: 
 
Leaving dancing to get married is rare among danseuses because they are 
used to a certain lifestyle. It’s in their blood. Many danseuses start dancing 
when they are fourteen, so it becomes all they know. A danseuse won’t 
know how to attract a man with money who is responsible because she is 
not educated or sophisticated enough.  
 
 
Though it is rare for a danseuse to marry a rich man, even if she manages to do so, there is 
sense in which she will only be leaving one type of encadrement for another.  
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Conclusion 
 
 
This chapter examined some of the variables contributing to popular perceptions of the 
danseuse as an immoral woman who transgresses all the aesthetic signs and symbols 
associated with society’s “ideal type” of woman. In contrast to “good” women, danseuses are 
considered by Kinois society at large as les femmes qui quittent la domaine de la prudeur or, 
“the women who leave the domain of modesty.” Popular discourse within mass media and 
within religious movements may engender a clear dichotomy between what is acceptable and 
unacceptable comportment for women. However, much of what contributes to this image can 
be seen as either acceptable or immoral, depending on the context.  
Danseuses are often quick to spot the hypocrisy of women who rebuke them for their 
professional choices—danseuses refer to judgemental women as hypocritical and “complexé.” 
Nevertheless, many danseuses are careful to manage their impressions in public when they 
are not dancing—changing clothing after a dance rehearsal is but one example of this. In this 
way, moral virtue is something that can be performed, by presenting a certain image in public. 
However, a woman’s employment largely hinders her ability to manage such an image; one is 
either a danseuse or not. Employment, therefore, often plays a large role in determining public 
perceptions of a woman as either morally “good” or “bad.” The following chapter set out to 
demonstrate the ways in which a woman’s employment affects the perception of her morality 
are largely predicated on ideas of “visibility” and “exposure.” 
If female morality is indeed something performed and therefore context-dependent, 
why then the persistent perception of danseuses as immoral? Why does the public discourse 
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maintain these attitudes toward danseuses? This chapter explored a variety of ways in which 
conceptions of a danseuse’s morality are constructed. The first point related to the power of 
the entertainer. For both the ndumba and the danseuse, participation in the creation of 
ambiance also means assuming ownership of that role, allowing the danseuse or ndumba to 
become necessary, even indispensible to entertainment and leisure activities. Consequently, 
both the ndumba and the danseuse become threatening to men, and engender an overall 
suspicion about every woman’s motives—an idea explored in Chapter Five.  
The stigma associated with popular dancing is also in part due to the rise of 
charistmatic churches and their impact on local opinions. For many religious groups, the 
nightlife with which the danseuse is associated not only bears connections with supernatural 
forces, but also with deception and immoral behaviour. Many parents condemn concert 
dancing for similar reasons, though some are persuaded to become more accepting of a 
daughter’s career as a danseuse if it means they will benefit from financial assistance or 
support, or if their child becomes a star. Here then, is another example of how messages 
concerning moral behaviour may be less straightforward than what popular discourse 
espouses. It can be said that the exposure that concert dance brings becomes a kind of double 
edged sword in that it is at once a source of pride and anxiety for parents. Because they 
occupy a highly visible position within society, performing in concerts to attract male gaze, 
danseuses are considered to be women who make a career out of “exposing themselves.” 
Beyond affecting public perception of them, this exposure leaves danseuses vulnerable to 
exploitation, which contributes to the relationships of encadrement which many danseuses 
find themselves in. However, the notion of encadrement is not a simple one, as it can mean 
either protection or exploitation, or a mixture of the two, depending on the context. This 
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complexity was also something I examined, as I analyzed encadrement, its different forms, 
and its implications for the danseuse. I suggest that that the danseuse evokes criticism partly 
because she makes people uncomfortable about their own gestures and practices of 
débrouillardisme. The danseuse can be seen as a performer of débrouillardisme, her visible 
“meta-performance” making explicit the common reality of débrouillardisme and feeding into 
the cycle of distrust about women’s motives.  
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Chapter 7 
 “We are all danseuses here in Kinshasa. You have to be to survive 
in this city”: Working Women in Public 
 
  
Introduction 
  
 
During the second part of my fieldwork I had a regular routine of sitting with Mama 
Anne—a street vendor of tombola, or second hand clothing—for an hour or so daily. 
Sometimes we discussed my research topic, other days we would watch the activity on the 
street. But mainly, she would regale me with all kinds of stories she had collected throughout 
her lifetime. As we continued to meet, she became one of my close informants and began to 
accompany me on interviews and outings. One day I asked Mama Anne if she would like to 
visit Kinshasa’s only museum, located within walking distance from our neighbourhood. She 
responded, “mais, je suis libre!” which translates literally as “I am free.” At face value, this 
statement implies simply that she had free time to accompany me. However, given that she is 
a divorced woman, and therefore single, her remark carries with it another connotation. When 
I inquired as to what she meant by “free,” Mama Anne went on to add, “I don’t have to ask 
for my man’s permission, I am free to come and go as I please.” 
In this chapter, I explore the concept of the femme libre or “free woman,” and how it 
relates to larger issues of trust not only across genders, but within genders, between men 
themselves and women themselves. These issues of trust often center on the suspicion that 
others are always acting out of self-interest. One of the ways in which Kinois deal with this 
widespread distrust in others’ motives is through an unofficial policy of the encadrement, or 
“framing” of women. In many interviews with Kinois, I was informed that women must be 
  
 
231 
encadré by a man. The direct translation of this word means “framed,” an allusion to the idea 
that a woman must be “managed,” “led,” “protected,” or “supervised” by a man as she 
negotiates the public sphere. The public sphere is perceived as space in which women are 
“exposed,” and therefore, a space in which they require protection and supervision. As I later 
discuss, this protection is intended to prevent solicitation from men. For instance, women who 
work in the police force, most often have husbands who are policemen. In this way, the wife’s 
career is accepted by her husband because he is able to keep a watchful eye over her. She is 
thus encadré by her husband. I further discuss that many career women are unmarried because 
of male trust issues. I examine the term encadré as it relates to women’s virtue, and discuss 
some of the ways in which virtue is perceived to be compromised when a woman seeks 
“protection” from men. Being encadré by men is extended also to refer to male leadership. 
The adage in Kinshasa “Basi batongaka mboka te” or “Women do not build a village” is 
commonly used when women bicker with one another. Pype similarly notes that this proverb 
is used among her informants to express the idea that “jealousy and quarrels render social 
harmony unattainable” (2012: 278). This proverb is widely quoted by not only men but 
women as well. While it is generally understood and accepted that, as per tradition, African 
men are “natural” leaders, I discuss the ways in which this perception of tradition is used to 
justify and explain the lack of trust placed in women who pursue careers outside of the home. 
Used in the pejorative sense, the term femme libre implies that a woman operates 
outside the purview of men—that she is free to have affairs with whomever she chooses. 
When used pejoratively, femme libre signifies a woman of loose morals. As I elaborate on 
notions of virtue and trust, we will see how the term femme libre frames larger questions 
concerning gender dynamics, namely the notion of gaze, and public exposure. I address some 
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of the ways in which certain modes of employment contribute to the deviation from the “ideal 
type” of woman outlined in Chapter Four. I argue that the concept of the femme libre, one 
which emerged during colonization, continues to inform people’s attitudes regarding women 
in the workspace. As such, I discuss several modes of employment that “expose” a woman, 
and thus contribute to her being labeled as a “non-serious woman” or femme libre. 
This chapter navigates a web of distrust that is spun in many directions, from women 
to women, men to men, and from men to women and back again. Through an examination of 
case studies of women who participate in the public sphere—from politicians and journalists 
to performers and members of formal and informal organizations—I will examine how the 
notion of “exposure” relates to these larger issues of trust. The concept of “exposure” is 
central aspect of the analysis in this dissertation. 
  
  
  
  
Figure 7.1 A woman selling used clothing on the side of the street (photo by author) 
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Male Solicitation 
  
 
Men assume that women in the workplace, whether they are teachers, nurses, or 
dancers, are constantly being sexually solicited by other men. This distrust creates difficulties 
for women who wish to pursue careers, not only causing rifts in their relationships with men 
but also contributing to negative stereotypes about women in the workplace. Social networks 
are vital to people’s survival in Kinshasa (Coleman 1988; De Graaf & Flap 1988; McGaffey 
& Bazenguissa-Ganga 2000) and a person’s social capital is dependent on favors and gift 
exchange. People represent opportunities, therefore it follows that men denote opportunities 
for a woman’s self-advancement. MacGaffey writes: “Success over the long run is highly 
uncertain for women unable to call upon favours from powerful political patrons or wealthy 
relatives” (1991: 126). Likewise, Hansen observes that many educated urban Zambian women 
rely on social connections for employment, often leading them to find temporary support from 
men (Hansen 1984: 237). These “opportunities” in turn foster criticism about female 
visibility.54 As women forge personal social networks— especially those which extend 
beyond their own families—they become “exposed” to the public. Further, a woman’s virtue 
is called into question as she forges new social networks. In the following passage, Newell 
describes contemporary gender dynamics in Cote D’Ivoire: 
 
In the urban Ivoirian imagination of modernity, women were consumers, 
and men were providers, and for both sexes, the bluff became a dance of 
exploitation in which seduction was money and money was sex, and the 
performance of gender produced networks for urban survival (2013: 142). 
                                                
54 Being exposed is now extended to the virtual sphere, wherein young women with Facebook accounts are 
sometimes criticized for posting photos of themselves online. Many Pentecostal churches have begun 
denouncing Facebook activity as immoral. 
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In the context of Kinshasa, once a woman secures employment, it is automatically assumed 
that she has done so thanks to connections, or even because she has  “slept her way into the 
job.” This is assumed largely because men themselves are suspicious of their own sexual 
drives, and believe women will do anything to “survive.”55 Women’s behavior is, by default, 
considered opportunistic, and this creates distrust between romantic partners. In this economic 
climate, trust within romantic relationships is being challenged, especially as more women 
enter the formal job sphere. During one interview with an older gentleman, I inquired about 
which jobs he thought were most suitable for women, or types of employment he thought 
would not compromise a woman’s virtue. He ran through a list aloud: 
 
The best jobs for women are ones which don’t expose them. Teachers are 
often solicited by parents and other teachers, so I don’t think it’s an 
appropriate line of work. Same as being waitresses. They are around rich men 
who might try to invite them out. Same for nurses. No good. It’s probably the 
worst for women in government positions, because first of all, they most 
likely had to sleep with a man to get that job, and must continue to do so in 
order to keep their job. 
 
  
I told him that it seemed that his list of “off limit” jobs did not leave many options for women 
to chose from, to which he responded “Yes, this is true. I can’t think of any jobs where 
women won’t be exposed, and therefore I prefer that women do not work.” This is not an 
uncommon attitude in Kinshasa, though paradoxically, the reality is such that women’s 
contributions are crucial to a family’s income. Hansen observes a similar situation in Zambia 
                                                
55 It is widely assumed that successful women have used their bodies in order to gain, while successful men are 
often thought to dabble in witchcraft, or fetish to secure their wealth. 
  
 
235 
where: “ In some cases, husbands forbade them [women] to pursue income-generating 
activities. They evidently feared that their young wives would take up sexual assignations of 
the kind they themselves presumably pursued” (Hansen 1984: 237). Many Kinois men from 
the poorer families are incapable of securing the survival of their family, and therefore, their 
wives must often enter the workforce to assume greater, if not exclusive, economic 
responsibility. For the most part, only wealthy men can afford to keep their wives at home. 
This is a shared feature in other African countries, such as Côte D’Ivoire—as Claudine 
Vidal’s article entitled Guerre des sexes à Abidjan suggests. “When the husband’s revenue is 
enough to maintain the household, it is not rare for him to forbid his wife or wives to work” 
(1991: 135). This is why a woman staying at home has become a symbolic marker of 
wealth—a benchmark of success, and something to strive for. Despite the pressure on women 
to contribute to family resources, men continue to perceive the act of staying at home main 
symbol of female virtue. As one scholar sets out to demonstrate, “Women [in the DRC] have 
often been responsible for providing income since the 1990s. However, the ideal of 
masculinity has largely remained unchanged” (Tshiteku, 2008). 
 
 
“It’s the Law”: Gender Inequality 
 
In a study carried out in 1988 when DRC was still known as Zaire, it was estimated 
that “only 4% of Zaire’s formal sector employees are women” (MacGaffey 1991: 149). “It is 
extremely difficult for women without special skills or patronage to find paid employment” 
(Schoepf & Engundu 1971: 148). These findings suggest that the majority of women in 
Kinshasa are working under the government’s radar, in what is referred to as the “shadow” or 
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“second” economy.56 “The second economy here is defined as economic activities that are 
unmeasured, unrecorded and, in varying degrees, illegal” (MacGaffey 1991:12). Some 
scholars discuss women’s roles within the informal economy, partly attributing their 
involvement to the lack of opportunities available in the formal economy (Pons 1969; Yates 
1982), and partly because they are familiar with the inherent patronage and gift-giving 
practices. Trapido writes: “One of the reasons why women are considered better adapted to an 
informal, patronage-based economy is the widespread idea that love should be initiated and 
maintained through a flow of gifts from men to women” (Trapido 2010: 139). While on some 
level it is true that love in Congo is conceived of differently than it is in the West, what is 
clear is that women are now dependent on male patronage. “The social reality that many 
working women are at least partially dependent on some form of prostitution for family 
income reinforces the government’s claims that prostitution and women’s participation in the 
work are connected” (Wilson 1982: 167). Though love and money have historically been 
inextricable in Congo, now new forms of employment have added another dimension to this 
relationship. 
In this section, I examine several jobs within the informal economy. In addition, I 
include an interview with a woman who holds a formal, government-sanctioned job to show 
that, regardless of the legitimacy of the employment, women still face stigma and insecurity. 
This tradition of stigmatizing working women can be traced back to the colonial era. During 
this period, we begin to see such attitudes emerge in formal laws. Further, legislation that still 
exists today is similarly bolstered by traditional customs. Laws, such as article 448, state that 
women are granted the right to control their own finances (the money they earn) unless this 
                                                
56 De Saint Moulin’s research does not factor in women’s work in the informal sector. Instead he focuses on jobs 
in the formal economy (2012). 
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goes against the harmony of the household’s monetary interests, in which case the husband 
may assume control of all earnings. Article 448: “La Femme doit obtenir l’autorisation de son 
mari pour tous les nettes judiques dans lesquels elles s’obligent a une prestation qu’elle doit 
effectuer en personne.” MacGaffey stipulates that laws such as these were enforced as a kind 
of reaction to women’s economic power (1971: 36). In this way, patriarchy became formally 
institutionalized. In case studies concerning women traders and money-changers, Schoepf & 
Engundu note that some women opt to stay single to avoid meddling husbands or partners. 
This is an example of just one of the directions in which an overarching distrust flows. In this 
case, it is who women distrust of men, as these men might want to control their wives’ 
finances.  
Up until recently women were legally required to get their husbands’ permission to 
work or open bank accounts. It can be said that changes in gender dynamics are so recent that 
they are still working themselves out. Jameson reminds us that cultural change is less a matter 
of content than a restructuring of power relationships (Jameson 1984). To be sure, changing 
social relations between men and women are bound to upset dominant moral discourses: 
 
The conditions that impede or postpone young men’s and women’s 
“becoming” a person in the fullest cultural sense (Comaroff & Comaroff 
2000b) form part of a recent transformation in which the material and 
normative foundations of former divisions of labor, of responsibilities and 
obligations between the generations and between men and women are 
changing radically (Schulz 2014: 807). 
  
The following examples will illustrate some of the ways in which the employment of women 
and their increasing visibility in the public sphere has engendered new anxieties about their 
morality. 
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Mama Nzango, Moziki Women and the Myth of Female Empowerment 
 
  The following ethnographic vignette illustrates the general distrust of men toward 
women, as well as women’s lack of trust in their own gender, while also revealing the ways in 
which such issues of trust have invited male leadership. The example of the Mama Nzango 
group reveals a context in which women are encouraged to participate in an activity that is 
framed as wholesome, wherein the women themselves demand that a man be in charge. But it 
also brings up paradoxical questions about women’s virtue, regardless of formal approval or 
male leadership. 
Mama Nzango is a group or association based on a game called Nzango which is 
traditionally played by young girls. Akin to a more athletic “rock, paper, scissors” Nzango is 
played with the feet, and has become a popular sport among adult women. Nzango was first 
appropriated by Mobutu’s regime as an effort to promote a healthy lifestyle and encourage 
women to be more physically active. But Nzango is also framed as an activity for female 
empowerment. There are Mama Nzango teams all over Kinshasa, meeting for bi-weekly 
practices. Teams often perform before soccer games, both at the local and national level. In 
this way, Mama Nzango players are not so different from cheerleaders associated with 
Western sports who provide halftime entertainment. 
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Figure 7.2 Two members of Banda’s Mama Nzango58 Team (photo by author) 
 
I attended the Mama Nzango weekly practice held in the municipality of Bandal where 
I got to know some of the players, or “mamas.” The women on the team included a 
policewoman, several market vendors, a teacher, and a housewife. I was interested in Mama 
Nzango partly because this female empowerment channeled through a sports team was 
coached by men. One of the standard drills involved the coach yelling “femme!” at the 
women, in the manner of a drill sergeant, to which the female team members were expected to 
reply “sacré!” This femme/sacré! call-and-response drill would be repeated throughout the 
practice.59 I inquired among the team members as to why there was no woman coach, 
especially since the team claims to espouse female empowerment. The majority of the 
women, echoing the adages about women not building villages, responded that “women are 
too unruly, we need a man to keep us in check and to provide discipline.” This lack of 
                                                
58 Comhaire-Sylvain mentions nzango in Femmes de Kinshasa (1968: 33). 
59 Valorizing women in this way is perhaps a legacy of Mobutu’s authenticité activities which included 
animation politique. For more about this see White (2006). 
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confidence in a woman’s ability to lead echoes the general distrust of women towards other 
women. The coach is also said to provide protection for the team members as they are 
understood to be “exposed” to the general public, especially during performances. In fact, 
many husbands prefer that their wives not participate in the Mama Nzango teams. Even 
though this group’s activities are framed as a productive sporting club, many people, namely 
men, are uneasy with women getting together to exercise and to perform in public during 
sporting events. Mama Nzango teams have therefore garnered a reputation for attracting “non-
serious” women. I frequently heard criticisms directed at Mama Nzango team members for 
engaging in bétises, or “foolishness.” When I pressed people as to what this meant exactly, it 
was vaguely explained to me that these Mamas became “unruly” after they finished practice. 
Mama Nzango teams can be traced by to Mobutu’s authenticité programs, such as the 
animation politique dances that sought to valorize women. However, many women 
participating as dancers within animation politique were considered immoral, or légères. In 
Wamuela’s 1986 study of prostitution in Zaire, many of his research participants, one which 
he identified as “prostitutes” were dancers within Mobutu’s animation politique.60 
                                                
60 White (2006) addresses the ways in which women were instrumentalized as objects of desire and for sexual 
favors as part of animation politique. 
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Figure 7.3 Coach Papy of the the Bandal Mama Nzango Team (Photograph by author) 
  
There is something about a team of women performing in public that makes Kinois 
uncomfortable, and I argue that it has as much to do with men’s distrust of other men as it 
does with their distrust of women. I often heard conversations about how women involved in 
Mama Nzango were immoral because they are rumoured to get together after their practices to 
drink in bars and flirt with men. Women’s virtue is called into question despite there being the 
presence of a male coach and despite the sport being sanctioned by the government as a 
“wholesome” activity. Suspicions directed at Mama Nzango partly speak to gendered trust 
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issues, but also speak to the idea of hypocrisy—something that becomes clear in the following 
story: 
March 8th marks International Women’s Day or what is referred to in Congo as 
Journée de la Femme. It is customary for women to have dresses especially made out of 
pagne material for this day. Activities such as workshops and concerts are held throughout the 
city, and women proudly parade in the streets in their new sartorial confections. At the end of 
the day, women often gather on terrasses to enjoy a drink. It is perhaps this act of enjoying an 
evening drink in public that has elicited criticism of the day. In the same way that Mama 
Nzango members are derided for their alleged vulgar public displays, women celebrating 
Journée de la Femme have also come under attack. One woman explained to me that she 
knows many women who use Journée de la Femme as an excuse to get drunk and flirt with 
men in a vulgar manner: 
 
Just go out on March 8th and take a look around, especially in the evening. 
You’ll see dozens of women sitting together drinking and being loud. Some 
even have their young daughters with them. Is this the kind of example they 
should be setting? These women are total hypocrites. They think that because 
they have their own day, that they can do whatever they like. I know that my 
husband would never allow for me to go out on this day because of the many 
women who have spoiled this holiday’s reputation. 
  
Despite the fact that the holiday is intended to empower women, there remains controversy 
over what women should be allowed to do and how they ought to behave on this day. As 
described above, for many women, the day has been tarnished by others who choose to 
celebrate in bars and nightclubs. 
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Suspicions directed at Mama Nzango players are similar to the attitudes sometimes 
directed at women who are involved with mozikis, or rotating credit association. In her 
analysis of Pentecostal melodramas, Pype mentions some of the social stigma associated with 
moziki women in her analysis of a television series entitled “The Moziki Women” (2012: 
279). In this series, women involved in women’s associations are depicted as greedy and 
“non-virtuous” as they encourage each other to date several boyfriends simultaneously in 
efforts to extract as much money from them as possible. Gondola writes of the credit 
associations in Belgian Congo, highlighting that a woman, once married, would have to quit 
the association if her husband wished (1997:295).61 Consequently, women began keeping 
their activities secret from their husbands, and from the State. My friend Mama Anne is part 
of such a collective savings group. But she kept her involvement in it secret from her husband 
when she was married (though he eventually found out), and does so now with her current 
boyfriend. 
 
Lesley: Why do you have to lie to your boyfriend about going to moziki 
meetings? 
 
Mama Anne: Because then he’ll know that I have some money saved, and might 
start asking to borrow some. Even worse, when I need money from him, he won’t 
give me any and will just tell me to ask the moziki. This is what happened with my 
husband. So, I learned that it’s best to keep these things secret. 
  
 
Mama Anne is not alone in keeping her moziki activities clandestine. She informed me that 
many of the other members do not openly speak of or advertise their affiliation with savings 
                                                
61 Bulletin officiel du Congo belge, 15 juillet 1958, p. 1169. 
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groups. In this way, they are both reacting to the general distrust of women and their financial 
position, as well as propagating the image of the cunning woman who keeps secrets. 
  
 
 
The Many Transactions of the Mamas Cambistes 
  
 
 
At every major corner in Kinshasa today there sits a moneychanger (cambiste)—the 
majority of whom are men. However, in the 1980s, the majority were women: “Most of the 
cambistes working the streets are women. Renowned to be really good looking (basi ya kilo)” 
(Schoepf & Engundu 1991: 131). Moneychangers convert American currency into Congolese 
Francs or CFAs. Forming part of the informal economy, moneychangers bypass economic 
structures, in that they provide a service that is concealed to avoid formal taxation. This is not 
to say that moneychangers do not contribute to sustaining an overarching bureaucracy. 
 
Informers confirm that they are protected by men from the political system 
[…] it is precisely these ties with powerful men (at least men able to support 
several wives), that provide some protection from the authorities who, 
theoretically, forbade cambisme” (Schoepf & Engundu 1991: 131). 
 
  
To successfully operate as a moneychanger, one must informally pay authorities a 
“protection” fee. In some ways, this is akin to buying a work permit. Like MacGaffey’s trader 
women, the overwhelming majority of women who work as moneychangers are unmarried. 
One of the main reasons for this became the subject of a 2012 PhD dissertation by Congolese 
scholar, Clementine Biduaya. Dr. Biduaya’s research focuses on a very real situation which, if 
taken more generally, could well be the banner for many other Kinois women involved in 
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different trades. Moneychangers sit in public with a large stack of cash on their laps in plain 
view, in order to attract customers. Biduaya’s findings reveal that, because moneychangers 
are so literally “exposed,” they require some form of security protection. I will further discuss 
the more symbolic aspects of the relationship between career woman and male protector later, 
but would first like to address the more literal example found in the dynamic between female 
moneychangers and men. Due to the threats posed by both petty thieves and policemen, 
moneychanger women must forge connections with men who maintain a degree of authority 
(MacGaffey 1991: 131). As such, if a woman is aligned with a “man of importance,” no one 
will attempt to compromise her business, let alone harm her, in fear of the repercussions. 
Relationships such as these are common within the informal economy, and can be understood 
as part of the débrouillardisme ethos. In other words, social capital becomes a vital resource 
for a woman’s survival in the informal economy. 
 
Figure 7.4 Image that appears on a 500 Congolese Franc bank note (photo by author) 
 
Unlike male moneychangers who, in order to gain protection, bribe authorities with 
money, women moneychangers rely on sexual relationships with men of power to conduct 
their business. Thus their encadrement takes a particular form. As discussed in the previous 
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chapter, transactional sex has been a popular topic among academics (Leclerc-Madlala 2003; 
Kaufman and Stavrou 2004; Mills and Ssewakiryanga 2005; Newell 2009; Cole 2010), with 
the general consensus being that it is distinguishable from prostitution simply because women 
who engage in transactional sex do not consider themselves to be sex workers (Arnfred, ed. 
2004; Hunter 2007). While this may be true of moneychangers—who do not consider what 
they do to be prostitution—their position within society is nevertheless stigmatized, which is 
partly why most are unmarried. La Fontaine discusses the cambiste, and the importance of her 
beauty in terms of attracting male clients (1974: 121). Further, she highlights that in order to 
maintain this job, a woman must be free from control of a father or husband, and only then 
can they participate in public life (1974: 96). To be sure, there are other factors associated 
with their marital status, one of them being that many moneychangers prefer to be in control 
of their finances and would rather not support a husband (Schoepf & Engundu 1971: 148). 
This was clearly stated in an interview I conducted with one cambiste: 
 
Even if I did find a suitable husband who accepted my line of work, he would 
have to stay out of my business. And it’s been my experience in the past with 
men, that they become jealous of my money and want to control it. Men are 
also suspicious of what I do; they think I’m sleeping with every single man 
that comes to me to change money. I don’t like being with jealous men. 
 
  
New antagonisms have emerged between men and women over the control of 
household resources. As such, many successful moneychangers prefer to remain single rather 
than risk trusting a husband to stay out of their financial affairs. Further, as some scholars 
have suggested: “Even if a cambiste is already considered much more than an ordinary river 
merchant, the work remains incompatible with ‘tradition,’ which expects respectable women 
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to withdraw from public life” (De Herdt & Marysse 1999: 244). Women engaged in 
cambisme cannot uphold the virtuous ideal of staying at home, especially not when they are in 
the public sphere, earning significant amounts of money in relation to men. Perhaps this is a 
major difference between, say, women who sell vegetables in the markets and women who 
are engaging in a lucrative economic sector. 
         A woman’s financial independence poses a threat to the patriarchal order, and prompts 
men to doubt women, causing distrust within relationships. However, men’s fears are not 
unfounded. Though most of the moneychangers I spoke to do not openly admit to soliciting 
help from powerful men as protection from both institutional corruption and petty thievery, 
the threat of being taken advantage of is real. And the overwhelming majority of female 
cambistes feel obliged to rely on men for support. 
 
Note the double morality surrounding cambisme: on the one hand, the 
cambistes are protected by ‘honorable men’, who protect them and 
undoubtedly furnish the contacts to supply them with foreign currency, but on 
the other hand they belong to a dissident fringe of society (De Herdt & 
Marysse 1999: 246). 
  
 
 In their quest for security, cambistes reinforce negative stereotypes of working women as 
sexually exploited. In other words, their own agency within transactional sexual relationships 
further contributes to the idea that women in the public workspace are morally corrupt. 
Imagine the cambiste were taken as a common emblem for the working woman, and it 
wouldn’t be difficult to understand why the femme libre is so distrusted: a woman, sitting in a 
crowd, with everything she has of value to trade resting in her lap. 
  
  
 
248 
In the Public Eye, in the Public’s Gaze: Female Journalists 
  
  
  Among my male informants, journalism as a career choice for women ranked the 
highest on the “immoral scale.” In the words of one, “‘Je déteste ce métier pour les femmes.” 
Women employed as journalists62 are also considered to be “exposed,” albeit in a different 
way than female moneychangers. Certain assignments require journalists on-site to mingle 
with people and conduct interviews. In this way, female journalists’ careers hinge on their 
ability to be in constant contact with the public. 
     I interviewed two leading female journalists in Kinshasa—Mami Illela and Patricia—
about the challenges they face in terms of the social stigma associated with their line of work. 
Mami Illela is a woman in her mid-forties, and hosts a television show about popular music in 
Kinshasa. She interviews famous musicians and singers and attends all major concerts held in 
the city. Most people in Kinshasa are familiar with Mami Illela, as she has been reporting for 
over twenty years. She is also known for dating the bandleader of Werrason. The following is 
an except from an interview I conducted with Mami Illela, wherein she draws a distinction 
between the different ways working women may be exposed, contrasting women on television 
with women who work in markets: 
 
Lesley: Why do people criticize women in journalism, saying that they are 
exposed when it’s acceptable for women working in the markets to be exposed all 
day long. It seems logical to me that these market women are more exposed than 
journalists, as they are interacting with many more people on a day-to-day basis. 
 
                                                
62 Journalist can sometimes imply a host leading interviews on television. Most journalists I spoke to were 
reporters, in that they researched stories as well as presenting them on camera. 
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Mami Illela: That’s true. I never thought about it that way. But you are missing 
the point. These market women, sure they are exposed to the public, but it’s the 
kind of public that they are exposed to that isn’t threatening. For instance, they are 
dressed humbly, with their hair wrapped up, with no makeup on, selling onions to 
other women. That’s not really being “exposed.” Whereas, I appear on TV, all 
made up, and people think that’s glamorous. Here in Kinshasa, if you appear on 
TV, it’s a big deal. There’s a power there, a mystique. 
  
Appearing regularly on television brings with it an aura or mystique, which elevates 
one’s social status. However, because women who work in television pay special attention to 
their appearance, it is commonly assumed that they are purposefully trying to attract male 
suitors, and are therefore often seen as seductresses. There is thus a paradoxical relationship 
between the prestige of being on television and the criticism that comes along with it. This is 
something that is echoed in the experience of the danseuse, as I will show later. Being in 
contact with important people and celebrities is also prestigious, and the fact that Mami Illela 
once dated one of Kinshasa’s most revered celebrities is testament to the fact that journalists 
have opportunities others do not. But in a way, Mami Illela’s high-profile relationship also 
reinforces the stereotypes about female journalists using their position to seek relationships 
with men. It is thus not surprising that a man would be suspicious of dating a female journalist 
with a broad social network. 
Patricia is another journalist who covers the music industry, though she also reports on 
other issues. She is in her late twenties and has never married, though wants to one day. She 
has not been successful in keeping a steady boyfriend. One afternoon, we sat down and 
frankly discussed romantic relationships, exchanging stories of deception and heartbreak. She 
opened up about the ways in which her job affects her personal relationships: 
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My being a journalist makes men so nervous. Men think that I have rich men 
coming up to me every day asking me out. This makes them jealous. I am 
exposed in the sense that I appear on television, in plain view of everyone. 
It’s like being in the middle of the street with everyone watching you. I don’t 
have a boyfriend for this very reason. I was dating a nice guy, but he became 
very suspicious of me when I received calls at three in the morning. These 
calls were work-related, and they were assignments I needed to go report on. 
This is the life of a journalist; when there is a story, one must go, no matter 
what time it is. My boyfriend thought it was another man calling. There was 
no convincing him and so we had to break up. By that point, I didn’t care 
anymore, especially because he wasn’t wealthy enough to persuade me to 
stop working. To leave my job, I would have to marry a very, very wealthy 
man. 
  
When she speaks about being in the public eye, Patricia’s interview reveals a new layer to the 
notion of being “exposed.” There is something potent about the gaze, in particular male gaze, 
when it is directed at women, which unsettles people and engenders moral criticism. 
  
 
 A Woman in Politics 
  
  
In my exploration of women’s role in Congolese politics, I could not have hoped for 
more than an interview with the woman locally dubbed as “Kinshasa’s Margaret Thatcher.”63 
Contrary to what many would assume, this politician doesn’t bear that moniker for any 
similarity between her politics and Thatcher’s, but simply because she is notable as a woman 
in politics. In 2000, she was part of an organization of lobbyists that abolished the law 
stipulating that women need to ask their husband’s permission to work. 
     Recently widowed, this female politician is now considered libre, and thus receives a 
lot of attention from male colleagues. She fleshed this out in an interview: 
                                                
63 I learned later, that there were several other female politicians who were called “Margaret Thatcher.” 
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It is difficult for me to turn down a colleague’s invitation for a date because if 
I do, he might get frustrated with me, and block me within my work. It is so 
difficult for women in politics in Kinshasa, because even when I was married, 
men would ask me out. But it was easier to decline, because I had an 
excuse—I was married. But now… well it’s a whole new story. I have a new 
set of problems. I feel like I’m sometimes blackmailed to sleep with men (but 
of course I don’t). 
  
 
I delicately delved into the issue of how people perceive her, and whether some people 
assume she got into politics because she slept with a key politician. My question did not phase 
her in the least, and she boldly responded: 
 
I know of some women who have had sexual relations with powerful men. 
They get the job because they bully these men into giving them one. As a 
result, we have a lot of incompetent women in politics. And frankly, it 
reflects badly on all of the other women who have worked hard to get to 
where we are. This is true for most government jobs because these jobs are 
the best paid and most prestigious. I really don’t care what the public opinion 
of me is, or if people think I slept my way to the top. Let them talk, I say. But 
it is really unfortunate that, in Kinshasa, getting ahead most often means 
having to use your sex. Actually, it’s funny because a lot of men use this to 
justify ideas of banning women from certain lines of work. But this is 
something we need to fight. 
  
 
The issues expressed by this female politician resonate with many women in other fields of 
work, in terms of the general mistrust in their competence and the presumption of their 
promiscuity. Sex, while it can be considered a vehicle for empowerment—in that it can 
effectively help women earn extra money and even secure a job—has yielded negative 
consequences as regards public perception of career women. This attitude of distrust toward 
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career women in general has in a particular way affected working women who also happen to 
be married. Like single journalists, married career women often have to assuage the jealousy 
of their partners. But, though dealing with suspicion and distrust from a boyfriend is one 
thing, for married women, accusations of marital infidelity sit even more gravely, and 
compromise one’s virtue that much more. 
 
Miss Coulibaly 
 
One of my journalist friends told me that a female bandleader named Miss Coulibaly 
was gaining momentum in the music scene. I was incredibly anxious to meet Kinshasa’s only 
female bandleader, especially since the industry is otherwise dominated by men. After 
tracking her down, I learned that Miss Coulibaly was not only a bandleader, but also a former 
danseuse in Papa Wemba’s band. I began attending her weekly rehearsals and went to several 
of her concerts, one of which took place at Kinshasa’s annual music festival, FIKIN. 
The following is an except from an interview in which she spoke about her life 
history: 
 
My father’s side of the family is actually from Mali and mother mother is 
originally BaKongo. This is why my name is Miss Coulibaly—I took my 
father’s name. We grew up in Matonge, which, as you know is 
Kinshasa’s hottest (chaud) neighborhood for music and ambiance. Well, 
at least it used to be when I was growing up. I always loved to dance. My 
best friend in school became a danseuse for a popular band, and I really 
wanted to as well. But my family forbade it. They beat me all the time 
because I would insist. My father is muslim and the dancing I do is 
against his religion. I was always sneaking into bars in my neighborhood 
to watch bands play. One band was Papa Wemba’s. One day he held 
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auditions for dancing, and without telling my parents, I took the test, and 
I passed. I was only twelve at the time. Papa Wemba used to hire young 
dancers then, now he doesn’t because he got into trouble for this. So, I 
was one of the original fioti fioti [young danseuses]. I went to band 
practices in secret. But when it came time to perform at concerts, I had 
no choice but to tell my parents because I had to stay out late. I told my 
mother first. I explained to her that I was going to be famous, and that I 
could give the family money. I knew she would be ok with my dancing, 
but my father, that was another story. He beat me when he found out. But 
I kept telling him that I would make money. He eventually let me go 
because Papa Wemba himself came over to the house to talk to him and 
ask for his permission. 
So, I danced for many years until I turned twenty. I decided to leave for 
many reasons. The main reason was because I wanted to lead my own 
band and sing. I saw how Papa Wemba ran his band. I learned by 
watching. And I knew I could do it. I didn’t care that I was a woman. I 
know how to get respect from men. I spent a few years singing on my 
own and practicing. I already knew how to dance, so that was the easy 
part. And then I put my band together. I met so many dancers and singers 
over the years, so it was not difficult coming into contact with people 
who wanted to be a part of my group. I’ve released two albums so far. 
But I need a good manager and promoter. That is the difficult part. 
 
  
Despite her name, Miss Coulibaly (which is a West African name) presents herself as 
radically different from most Kinois women. She dresses, speaks, and wears her hair like a 
man. In her songs—a mix of Congolese style pop music, Hip Hop, and Coupé Décalé (a 
popular musical genre from Côte d’Ivoire)—she raps more than she sings, and mimics the 
ways in which the male atalaku sings and performs.  
Miss Coulibaly is an effective bandleader in part because she presents herself as a 
man. There is no need for male encadrement because she has re-sexualized herself in a manly 
way, and thus does not need the same kind of protection from men who might try to solicit her 
for sex. Miss Coulibaly explained to me that when she used to dance for Papa Wemba, she 
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disliked the costumes that she had to wear on stage. Miss Coulibaly said she “always felt 
different.” My interpretation was that becoming a band leader had not forced Miss Coulibaly 
to give up her femininity, but rather, that she had used the role as a pretext for doing so. I 
asked her whether she thought she could lead her band if she acted typically very feminine. 
She answered: 
Men have one thing on their minds, and they are always trying to seduce. 
Also, if I were very womanly—like wearing sexy clothing, and lots of beauty 
products— men would not think I was disciplined enough, maybe because 
they would assume I had a jealous boyfriend or husband behind me. 
  
  
Figure 7.5: Miss Coulibaly (far right) and her band (photo by author).  
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Conclusion 
  
 
Through all of these case studies, we have seen how women in Kinshasa can only 
really exist in the workspace through a process of encadrement. Whether working women 
actively further their own encadrement—as in the example of the danseuse who hopes to 
meet a rich man—or whether they have it thrust upon them—as in the case of the cambiste 
whose personal security depends on male protection—this system of “supervising” can be 
seen as a self-perpetuating cycle. While it is accepted that women must and should be encadré 
by men, women, in the process, are criticized for being opportunistic and promiscuous. There 
is thus a conflicting social message: because the workplace is unsafe for a woman as she is 
“exposed,” women should be led and protected by men. However, if a woman lets herself be 
led by a man, it is assumed she is exchanging sex for her encadrement. 
         Even though many Congolese men view this cycle of encadrement as a means of 
protecting women, and even though women are not always passive in choosing who it is they 
are encadré by, this system nevertheless negatively affects women on both an interpersonal 
and professional level (for example, a husband will be suspicious of his wife’s boss). Further, 
we should not be too quick in dismissing the issues that arise from a discussion of women’s 
roles in Congo’s workspace as solely a “woman’s issue.” The attitude that a working woman 
must be “framed” by a man rests on an unsustainable foundation of distrust. Not only does it 
reveal the lack of trust men place in women and visa versa, but it also evinces a level of 
distrust within the genders, between men themselves and women themselves. 
Such an overarching negative attitude has impacted both men and women’s romantic 
relationships. The women featured in this chapter’s case studies have all had to remain single 
  
 
256 
because of the tensions between their careers and personal relationships. There is a sense in 
which women are confronted with a choice between being perceived as femme libre—as 
sacrificing their virtue—or remaining virtuous and “un-exposed.” A double bind thus emerges 
for women, especially those with families to support and have no choice but to work. If we 
consider how important the working woman is to both Kinshasa’s formal and informal 
economies, as well as to their own families, then the issues hindering and discouraging their 
involvement in the workspace result in a larger social problem.  
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Chapter 8 
Trading Virtue for Virtuosity 
  
“Malgré les tergiversations politiques de l’heure, dans un pays où il fait pauvre comme il fait 
nuit, où l’absurde épie tout le monde a chaque instant, la capitale, Kinshasa, ville-spectacle, 
devient une énorme scène théâtrale afin d’échapper a la folie d’une société qui n’est la que 
vous saigner” (Mumbu 2002: 5). 
  
  
  
Introduction 
 
  
Social and feminist historians have historicized and linked normative notions of 
“private” and “public” to the hierarchies of power and social relations in which they are 
embedded (Rosaldo 1980). My research has shown that, when a woman holds what people 
dub a “public job,” such as concert dancing, she is moved into a “less-serious” category of 
woman, since it is largely assumed that her visibility is intended to attract male attention. 
Further, public jobs lead men to feel threatened largely because of women’s social networks. 
Concerts and other similar performative settings are sites for the creation and 
dissemination of symbols and ideologies that inform the lived realities of performers. Seen in 
this light, popular dance in Africa merits more attention as it is a medium and context for 
expressing social mores, social relations, and in particular, the social position of young 
women. My ethnographic findings regarding danseuses contribute to discussions concerning 
transactional sex, as well as to the ideas concerning the distrust of women working in the 
public sphere. As I showed in earlier chapters, anxieties about the moral standing of women in 
the workplace are correlated with how “visible” the woman is, or how much access she has to 
social networks outside the control and protection of her kin. In Kinshasa, where 
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débrouillardisme is a reality, it is largely assumed that all women have “a price,” in that they 
are willing to compromise themselves for opportunities or even protection. In the words of my 
friend Claudine, a Kinois intellectual, “on some level, we are all danseuses here in Kinshasa. 
You have to be to survive in this city.”  
In this chapter, I further elaborate on the ways in which the danseuse sheds light on 
gender politics within Kinshasan society. I discuss how the position held by the danseuse, 
along with what is expected of her, reflects a larger ethos of débrouillardisme, which I 
suggest contributes to people’s discomfort with women in the workplace. As discussed in 
Chapter Four, most Kinois women take measures to ensure that they uphold feminine norms, 
like deploying certain signs associated with femininity. For instance, women may abstain 
from behavior associated with a lack of seriousness, such as drinking in highly visible 
locations, or dressing too provocatively. Conversely, women may communicate their 
seriousness by employing certain signs and symbols, like carrying a Bible in one’s handbag at 
all times. However, once a woman commits to a highly visible public job, it is extremely 
difficult, if not impossible, for her to maintain any impression that she is a “femme vertueuse.” 
It is automatically assumed that her morals have been compromised either in the process of 
obtaining the job, or in seeking the male protection, or encadrement, that allows her to 
maintain the job. It is also assumed that women in such jobs opportunistically use their 
professional social networks to search for new lovers. Some scholars attribute “moral panics” 
to what De Herdt refers to as “the process of representing and demonizing scapegoats in 
popular culture and media” (2009: 7). Similarly, danseuses are blamed by both men and 
women, for inspiring and encouraging immoral female behaviour across different social 
classes.  
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As mentioned in an earlier chapter, danseuses come from very poor families, but while 
popular dancing is one of the few earning opportunities open to women from lower economic 
classes, not just anybody can become a danseuse. If she is going to be hired by a band, a 
woman must have talent. Nevertheless, popular concert dancing remains a poor woman’s 
profession. Yet, while wealthier women would not be allowed by their families to dance, or 
may not have the same financial needs as poorer women, they nevertheless also face 
criticisms when it comes to the work they choose. Just like danseuses, their morality is 
scrutinized vis à vis the visibility of their work. 
The large body of anthropological literature which focuses on identifying the ways in 
which women subvert gender ideologies is based heavily on ethnographies and historical 
accounts of the colonial era. Luise White’s influential monograph Prostitution in Colonial 
Nairobi identifies how women contested assertions of patriarchal power in a colonial context. 
MacGaffey (1974) would identify this as an example of “double patriarchy,” wherein 
“customary law” and “traditional authority” reinforce one another in order to maintain male 
control over women. Likewise, the volume of essays edited by Hodgson and McCurdy 
foregrounds issues of female agency, and focuses on how “wicked” women in different 
African contexts “forge new possibilities for women and men of all classes” (2001: 8). In 
Kinshasa, it can be said that women exercise a level of agency in the games they chose to 
play, in part by negotiating their impressions in different contexts. Further, and perhaps more 
importantly, their agency lies in the ongoing local debates about shifting norms and morality 
which unfold on television and, more intimately, between friends. Whether danseuses are 
explicitly involved or not, they nevertheless contribute to this debate. This chapter addresses 
some of these ideas. 
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Visibility: Performing on Television 
  
In a Senegalese context, television is taken to be a highly visible space, and therefore 
dancing done on TV is subject to moral criticism. 
 
Consequently, dancers who appear on TV, particularly young women, are 
constantly walking a tenuous line between desirability and moral dejection. 
Whilst being expected to appear as icons of urban Senegalese beauty, they 
must also remain careful not to compromise their reputation to the point of 
becoming unmarriageable” (Neveu-Kringelbach 2013: 112). 
  
In contrast, in Kinshasa, once a danseuse is officially hired by a band and is seen performing 
on television, her reputation is beyond managing. 
 
We sacrifice ourselves to entertain people. What people see—the traveling, the 
fancy clothing we wear—this comes at a cost. People think we make money. But 
this is not true. Some of us don’t even speak to our families anymore. Some of 
us are looked down on when we attend church. (Cuisse de Poulet). 
                                                                                              
However, it is every danseuse’s dream to appear on TV and gain some kind of notoriety. In 
the words of one danseuse: “The first time you see yourself on television, you know you’ve 
made it. It’s an important moment in our lives. It’s when you become someone.” Even for 
parents, the notoriety and fame that comes with television appearances can sometimes 
influence them to accept a daughter’s involvement in concert dancing. As discussed earlier in 
this dissertation, most danseuses come from poor families, and are expected to contribute to 
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household expenses. Appearing on television indicates to her family that she is not merely 
wasting her time, but rather that she is visible, and hence has opportunities available to her.64 
During concerts, it is commonplace to see spectators filming the show with cameras 
and cellphones. Images of danseuses circulate on people’s phones—their virtuosic displays 
captured on video to be appreciated later by people who missed the concert. Even further, 
people can continue to gaze at and admire danseuses as their dancing makes its way into a 
virtual space, images of them transmitted online and through the tiny screens on people’s 
phones. Widespread access to technology, especially cell phones, has led to new conceptions 
of visibility, and in particular, female visibility. As the cheftaine of one popular band 
expressed: 
 
During some concerts, especially in the summer months (dry season), when 
many Kinois living in poto come to Kinshasa on vacation, I see so many little 
blue screens in the audience. They are filming the show. I love seeing so many 
phones in the air because I know that so many more people will see my 
performance. My dancing will be saved on people’s cellphones, and people will 
watch me over and over again. 
  
Another danseuse expressed “We danseuses are exposed to the public. In Kinshasa everyone 
wants to be seen. And we danseuses are the most seen. But this why some people criticize me. 
But, I don’t really care, because who knows what kinds of opportunities will come my way 
now that I’ve been seen on television.”   
 
                                                
64 In families where children are not required to contribute to paying for the family’s food, dancing in a band 
would not be accepted, even with a television appearance. Many of the young women who lived in my parecelle 
were not required to buy supplies for the house, however, in some cases, depending on the family’s cash flow, 
expenses related to school became the responsibility of the young woman. In these situations, boyfriends became 
patrons of their girlfriend’s education. 
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Dressing for Television 
 
     Music videos and interviews with musicians air daily on national television, leaving 
people with the sense that the state endorses images of scantily clad dancing women and 
boisterous musicians in outrageous outfits. The state actively censors song lyrics but assumes 
a more relaxed stance towards visual representations. However, in 2011, the Minister of 
Culture summoned ten of Kinshasa’s most popular concert choreographers for a meeting. 
Choreographers were verbally reprimanded for the ways danseuses appeared in the media. 
One political Minister declared that it was shameful for danseuses to appear in public scantily 
clad, and implored the choreographers to consider introducing pagnes into performance 
wardrobes. Debate ensued, and the choreographers insisted that wardrobe selection was not a 
part of their job, and that bandleaders alone were responsible for those types of creative 
decisions. According to Contre Basse, a former choreographer for King Kester who was 
present at this meeting, “Nothing has changed. The concept [wardrobe selection] is too strong 
to control.” 
I observed that dancing women are fixtures in most music videos, and are crucial to a 
video’s popularity. In many households in Kinshasa, the television set remains on throughout 
the day, provided the power has not gone out. Music videos are played on TV sets in homes, 
restaurants and bars, and people pay close attention, discussing trends and politics within the 
music scene with one another. It was a favourite pastime among my dancer friends to watch 
music videos and critique the styles and outfits of different dancers. During my fieldwork in 
April 2012, Koffi Olomide released his new album, which prompted new debates about 
danseuses exposing their bodies. Koffi openly declares himself as the danseuses’ stylist, 
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purchasing the stage costumes, but he has come under attack by the media for his sartorial 
decisions. In a television interview, one journalist posed a question regarding the sense of 
responsibility that musicians have in upholding moral standards. Regarded as a worthy 
debater, Koffi responded by insisting that, while he may choose the danseuses’ outfits, he 
does not design them. In other words, he is not responsible for what tailors design and market 
to people. He stated: “I am not the seamstress. I do not decide on the latest fashion trends. I 
want my danseuses to be fashionable” (interview April 2012). He added that the clothing he 
selected was sold internationally, and cited Europe as the source of the majority of the 
clothing bought. He further argued, “what the danseuses wear are costumes for the stage and 
TV. These are not clothes to be worn every day on the street. You will not see my danseuses 
parading around in these costumes during the day. These are for the stage.” 
While movement and gestures within concert may resemble older folkloric dance 
practices (such as the Luba ethnic group’s mutuashi), contemporary costumes worn on stage 
re-contextualize dances, provoking moral confusion. It can be said that the danseuse is a 
reminder of the strict gender norms and social behavior in this society where “tradition” and 
“modernity” are not so clearly demarcated. To be sure, sartorial practices, which are a marker 
or indication of a dance’s context, can elicit moral condemnation. Danseuses commonly 
change out of the clothing they rehearse and perform in before going out again in public. One 
of Werrason’s more senior danseuses described to me an instance in which she returned home 
in her dance attire: 
 
 
  
 
264 
When I first started to dance for different concert bands, I was new to how 
things are done. I remember after my first day of dance practice, I stayed in the 
same clothes to take the bus back to my neighborhood. It was a big mistake. 
People on the bus stared at me and many made comments about how ugly and 
vulgar I looked. People in Kinshasa are not afraid to make strangers feel bad 
about themselves (laughing). I even have one danseuse friend who had her 
eyebrow pierced, but after so many people on buses and in taxis told her she 
looked like a prostitute and not serious, she took it out. On the day people made 
comments about my clothing, I felt very bad about myself. But at the same time, 
very angry. I wanted to let them talk and not care, but I knew that I would never 
again return home in my dance clothes. Now, I bring my clothes to practice in 
my bag and change afterward. I also do this because we danseuses, as you can 
see, get very sweaty. Many girls know that it’s best to change, but when I see a 
younger, new danseuse who doesn’t change out of her clothes, I let her know 
that it’s not normal (eza normal té).           
 
  
This account inspires an analogy, suggested to me by a Kinois, in which we can understand 
different reactions to dance as related to context. Take for instance a woman on a bus. If the 
woman proclaims: “today, I’ve been dancing,” the responses will vary, depending on whether 
she is wearing funeral attire or a concert danseuse’s clothing. The issue here, of course, is not 
the clothing itself, but the context it indicates. 
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Figure 8.1: Werrason’s danseuses rehearsing (photo by author) 
  
Male Gaze   
 
As described in an earlier chapter, dancing during popular concerts is often not 
radically different from the dancing seen at church services. Having observed similar dance 
movements and gestures in these sacred and profane spaces, I advance that the context of the 
dance changes when it is done on a public stage with the intention of capturing the audience’s 
gaze. Dancing in Kinshasa during social events like birthday parties, funeral parties, and in 
the space of a nightclub is often done in a kind of semi-circle, wherein people take turns 
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entering the center, sharing in the attention. However, concert dance has introduced a new 
division between performers and audience whereby the audience gazes at the performers. This 
is not to say that the audience does not participate during concerts, but this division between 
performers and audience nevertheless introduces a new dynamic in the relationship between 
spectator and performer. I suggest that, once the gaze of an audience is introduced, there is a 
shift in how a dance is publicly perceived. Performing for money in flashy European-inspired 
clothing with the intention of capturing an audience's attention shapes the moral nature of the 
event. In other words, once a woman is paid to entertain on a public stage in front of an 
audience, the dance is framed as morally illicit. 
  
  
Figure 8. 2: Stage lay out (White 2008: 112) 
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Resisting the Gaze: The Danseuse as Alchemist 
 
         For Jane Cowan, “meaning does not lie in the body” (1990: 25) but the body is a space 
where worldviews are embodied and where meaning and power are produced. Similarly, 
Novack writes of the ways in which a dancing body can reveal the social eye, or a “vision of 
power and power relations” (1990:14). Taking Novack and Cowan’s discussion one step 
further, dance, while it is a social mirror of sorts, is also sometimes a tactic or a resource in 
putting into question the social order. One might say that the relationship between eroticism 
and dancing performed during popular concerts stresses the agency of women as independent 
erotic subjects. Cowan describes how women express their sensuality and seduction through 
dance, but do so under the male gaze and control (Cowan 1990). The body is a presence that 
serves as both weapon and text (Barthes 1991:150-56). If we consider that countercultural 
manifestations are, above all, a language that makes self-expression possible, then the body 
can be seen as the main tool of young people, the only resource at their disposal in the public 
space. Indeed, the body is a tool with which to fashion one’s identity. It is also a tool in 
crafting gender. In her discussions of the ways in which Pentecostal television melodramas 
contribute to conceptions of “womanhood,” Pype draws on De Lauretis’ work on 
“technologies of gender” (2012: 259). This approach can be applied to dance, especially 
because the dancing body remains a vital technology with which danseuses perform their 
femininity. Pype briefly mentions popular dancing in her discussion of Pentecostal television 
dramas. She claims that: 
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In the dances and the lyrics, patriarchy remains unchallenged: women dance to 
please men; their dancing bodies are consumed by male eyes […] Female urban 
singers such as Tshala Mwana might contest masculine violence within 
matrimony or men’s insatiable sexual desire, but even she will never stage 
women as agents of their own sexual life (2012: 263). 
  
In contrast to this vision that concert danseuses merely uphold roles within the patriarchy, I 
argue that the danseuse has agency, something that is apparent in her choreographic solo, 
which I will further elaborate on in the next section. I also suggest that the very choice to 
become a danseuse transgresses dominant ideas about the feminine ideal in Kinshasa. The 
danseuse is not attempting to perform what society deems virtuous. Instead she openly 
performs débrouillardisme. Her agentive force lies in exposing the “bottom power” that many 
women are performing on a day-to-day basis. 
 
A Danseuse’s Solo Performance  
 
Concert choreography is heavily gendered and your average concert performance is 
laden with gender stereotypes. Among the most popular imagery reflected in men’s dance 
choreographies are gestures depicting cellphones, laptops, cars, watches, Michael Jackson, 
businessmen, and American wrestlers. Women, on the other hand, tend to mimic typically 
feminine activities, such as rocking a baby or tying a sarong around the waist.  
Solo dances are demarcated spaces within the set choreography, where danseuses can 
showcase their creativity separate from the dance troupe. These are moments in which the 
danseuse can break free from the male-created, band-sanctioned choreography and appear 
alone on stage. This solo generally occurs during the seben section of the song, as an 
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instrumental section begins, and when the atalaku takes center stage to shout out the names of 
dances as well as people’s names—a practice known as libanga. Danseuses are called up one 
by one to perform their best moves, which are often complemented by the atalaku’s praises. 
Generally, while they are performing, danseuses maintain an attitude that almost demands 
men gaze at them, and pay for the performance. White describes danseuses’ solo section in 
Rumba Rules. As a male audience and band member he observes the ways in which danseuses 
solicit men for money during their solos: 
 
She hovers above his lap, facing the band and forcing him to acknowledge her 
presence. After she senses the bill placed nervously between her skin and her 
elastic body suit, she jumps up, claps her hands, and turns towards him. Now 
she rejoins the rhythm already in progress and performs a dance of joy 
swinging her hands behind her head. She does not look at him directly, but her 
continued close attention acknowledges his importance relative to the rest of 
the audience. He is obliged to shell out more money before she agrees to move 
on (2008: 116). 
  
I asked Cuisse de Poulet why she appears so serious, almost angry when she performs her 
solo. She told, me that sometime she is more playful, but generally she maintains a cold look 
because she is taking her performance seriously. 
 
I don’t smile, because I’m serious about what I’m doing. I’m showing my best. 
And plus, I want men to pay. I sometimes single one man out in the crowd and 
stare at him. It usually always works, and he ends up giving me money. 
  
 
Danseuses rehearse solo choreography with the band’s drummer to master changes in 
rhythm. In this way, there exists a dialogue between dancers and drummers. Contrary to most 
Western dance pedagogy, where dancers are taught choreography by counting out the steps, 
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Congolese dance is premised, not on memorizing the step count, but rather on listening to the 
drumming for cues. Although solo dances look improvised, each dancer skillfully crafts solos 
in advance to highlight her particular talent. Conversely, drummers must be perceptive to a 
dancer’s hints as to when she is ready for the passage beat. Pulling up one’s pant leg or 
extending an arm in the air are common hints used by dancers. The drummer will punctuate 
the danseuse’s movements with hits on the cymbals for each of her hip thrusts, emphasizing 
the spectacle and increasing the suspense of her solo. In one interview, Werrason’s 
choreographer Maître Mao explains the ways in which communication between drummers 
and danseuses is vital to a successful solo: 
 
During a solo, danseuses and drummers have a special relationship because they 
listen and watch to each other. During this time, they must work together. That’s 
when I know I’m training a good danseuse—when she can sense what the 
drummer is doing, and then let the drummer know what she’s about to do. The 
solo is a bit little planned, and a lot improvised. Not all of my danseuses do this 
well and pay attention to the drummer. I try to teach them that it’s the little 
things make their solo performance great. Of course, the new danseuses are 
learning, but the ones who already know this, I know were really made for the 
stage. This is what most of the danseuses dream of when they decide to join our 
band—dancing alone in front of a crowd and showing off their best moves. 
  
            There are many masterful solo dancers who move with subtlety and grace, as they 
wave their body parts and gyrate with fluid, boneless articulation. Artful dancers use the 
constraints of the genre to innovate new moves, which sometimes become their specialty or 
signature. Just before the drummer hits the cymbals, a danseuse might rush to the edge of the 
stage, jump in the air, or land in a split leg position, only to gracefully move back into her 
original upright position. All the while, she would maintain a cool and impassive expression 
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on her face. The crowd would feverishly applaud the danseuse’s flexibility and agility, and 
some might approach the stage to “spray” her forehead with dollars. On one level, the dances 
performed by danseuses are designed to please a male audience. In the words of one of my 
interlocutors, Serge, a middle aged man, “Danseuses are like flowers arranged on a stage. 
They are there are decoration.” But it is during her solo session that a danseuse’s virtuosic 
kinaesthetic movements both tease and resist male visual objectification (Castaldi 2006). 
 
The best dancers will control the gaze of spectators, dramatically shifting 
between carefully choreographed stillness that allows the viewers to apprehend 
with leisure the dancer’s body and extraordinary kinetic engagement that resists 
visual objectification by its active intensity” (Castaldi 2006: 82) 
  
There are moments during solos when danseuses perform beyond a simple demonstration of 
sensuous hip thrusts. There is something almost aggressive about their displays of sexuality. 
Danseuses moves go beyond ordinary sensuality into the hyper-sexual. These movements 
signal to the men in the audience that they are “too much woman” to handle. One former 
cheftaine, or lead danseuse, of Koffi Olomide’s band nostalgically reminisced about her 
dancing days, and the occasions when she performed her solos: 
 
Sometimes, depending on the concert venue, like, if it’s a smaller club, I would 
dance up to a man in the front of the audience and perform my solo in front of 
him. Kinois love attention, especially men. So when I choose a man, they would 
enjoy it. I danced in front of him to show everyone how good I was, that I was 
the best. There were some moves that maybe embarrassed men. Like when I put 
my leg up in the front of him almost like if I were a dog. And I did this with no 
smile on my face—I remained serious. In my head I would think to myself “I’m 
a better dancer than every single person in this audience, and I’m the most 
desirable.” 
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During these solos, the wildness that dominates the performance space can be interpreted as a 
demonstration of the unbridled female energy. This “untamed” behavior is not considered 
conventional for women, and it gives us an idea of how different dances come to be seen as 
“appropriate” or “inappropriate.” The wild aggressiveness of a danseuse’s solo makes many 
people uncomfotable. Solos are therefore opportunities to publicly invert the sexual female 
image allotted to danseuses in such a way that subverts the male gaze. One danseuse 
described her solo, acknowledging its potential to intimidate men: 
 
When I dance my solo, I can tell that men are scared of me. I’ve been accused of 
looking almost diabolical when I dance my solo. Like possessed. And maybe I 
am a bit, but I don’t think it’s a bad thing, like what some pastors think. It’s like, 
during my solo I’m protected. I feel protected. 
 
  
I would often hear Maître Mao tell the danseuses to “ajoutez beaucoup de sentiment et 
sensualité” in their solos. When solos were practiced, he would stand over some of the 
danseuses and tell them it was not sexy enough. In several instances, a danseuse, exhausted 
from practicing all day and sweating through her lycra outfit, with makeup running down her 
face, would retaliate against Maître Mao, and without uttering any words, would look him in 
the eyes and perform her solo routine. Only this time, she would do so with an exaggerated 
sexuality that seemed almost violent. In these instances, Maître Mao would recognize that 
these were passive aggressive gestures, and would respond by praising the danseuse for her 
“enthusiastic” gestures. The other danseuses watching nearby would snicker. On one such 
occasion, I asked Maître Mao after rehearsal what he really thought of the danseuse’s solo. 
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Lesley: Wow, it looked like she was angry with you, and her movements looked 
crazy. Is it just me? Is that what you wanted to see? 
 
Maître Mao: [laughing] this is what I have to deal with. I have to discipline them. 
You see how they can be. Very unruly. I just wanted her to put more effort into 
her solo. No limp arms, I wanted something sharper. But, yes, you are right, she 
was trying to provoke me, but in the end she performed well. 
 
Lesley: Is that what you would like to see during concerts? 
 
Maître Mao: Yes, I want to see them put all of their energy into the solo. No 
holding back. Sometimes I think the crazy moves are ok, because they are dancing 
from a different place, it’s pure sentiment. These are not ordinary dancers in clubs 
that you see. These are professionals, girls I have trained for years and years. They 
are professional, and I want them to appear on stage like professionals, and 
sometimes they will look angry and not smile because this is something serious 
here. This isn’t just amusement in a club, they are performing. It has to be 
different. 
  
The aggressive energy of Maître Mao’s danseuses is an example of how, sometimes, 
movements originally designed to please male audiences can be used against the very 
audiences they were intended for. In this way, the danseuse takes revenge on the forces that 
have created her. During these ephemeral moments, the danseuse becomes a kind of trickster, 
using the liminal space of the stage to go beyond normative constructions of female virtue 
through a display of her own virtuosity. 
The danseuse, particularly during her solo, can sometimes be regarded as a kind of 
contemporary trickster figure who meddles with ideal visions of femininity. “The trickster’s 
fancy footwork teaches us care and patience in piecing together the evidence, and modesty in 
reaching conclusions” (Pelton 1984: 24). Perhaps the danseuse’s solo cautions us against 
being too fast or too rigid in creating our ideals of femininity. While she performs what is 
required of her—a docile sensuality to provide ornamentation for the band—during her solo, 
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the danseuse assaults the social status quo with her hyper-sexuality, which has the potential to 
bring about new perspectives. In the words of one danseuse Douce, “We are encouraged to be 
free on stage. I like to be different. I have my own style that no one else has. On stage you can 
act any way you want. It’s not a time to be shy.” 
 Solo sessions can be read as a representation of sexual transmutation, or an attempt to 
transform sexual energy into creativity (Cooper 2005). During her solo, a danseuse manages 
to imbue common popular dance with her own artistry, and much of that artistry has to do 
with the wild energy of her performance, rather than with the dance moves themselves. The 
danseuse elevates common popular dance to an expression of virtuosity. One cannot discern 
the boundary between artistic virtuosity and sexuality within concert dance choreography, as 
they are inextricably linked. There is a sense in which sexuality has become stylized, thereby 
creating moral confusion among spectators. In this way, the danseuse is not a cultural product, 
but a cultural producer. 
In his provocative essay “Variations on the Beautiful in the Congolese World of 
Sounds” (2005), Achille Mbembe constructs a theory of the embodiment of violence in 
Congolese dance by comparing the dancers to Bhaktine’s descriptions of the grotesque body. 
 
All buttocks on stage turn toward the audience in a series of movements 
simultaneously semi-erotic and obscene […] The dancers move as if penetrating 
and withdrawing, thrusting, as in an act of unbridled copulation. The end comes 
with the furious spasms of an imaginary ejaculation” (2005: 88). 
  
This de-contextualized interpretation of Congolese popular dance fails to consider the genre 
itself as well as the regional dance aesthetics. Eric Gable perhaps says it best: “Are 
anthropologists complicit in creating what we might call an African bestiary as we write yet 
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another article about witchcraft or cannibalism and the consumption of body parts or as we 
seem to strive for the same Rabelaisian pitch as Achille Mbembe?” (2002: 576). Mbembe 
omits any examination of the roots of Congolese popular dance. Instead he pathologizes 
concert dancers’ behavior rather than investigating the meaning and cultural context behind 
concert choreography. It is not enough to merely identify and describe the sexual elements 
within concert dancing without exploring the implications and significance of such gestures in 
terms of gender roles. As such, he both denies the agentive space of the concert stage and the 
role that concert dancers play in shaping popular culture. Mbembe perpetuates and reinforces 
old hegemonic moral norms that were espoused by both colonials and Christian missionaries. 
Further, he propagates the idea that popular dance is a lewd public display, in contrast to more 
“acceptable” forms of African dance, such as African Ballet, which is upheld nationally and 
internationally as a formal art form. 
  
Gender Bending: The Danseuse as Strong Man 
 
The most popular dance in 2009 was the kotazo. Created and popularized by street 
kids, or bashegue, kotazo is an aggressive, intimidating dance that mimics the movements of 
bodybuilders, or pombas. Extremely buff young pombas promenading the streets in Kinshasa 
have become a common sight due to the increasing popularity of bodybuilding. By virtue of 
their situation, bashegue are vulnerable to abuse from street gangs and police, and therefore 
uphold physical strength as a necessary tool for survival. And there is perhaps no better 
symbol of this physical strength than the body-building pomba, whose brawny masculinity is 
mimicked in the kotazo. Here, the dancer’s posture evokes an image of a muscular man, with 
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arms floating beside one’s torso as though they are too bulging to rest flat. Dance movements 
are sharp and fists are clasped tightly. Occasionally arms circle the head, darting out with 
punching gestures directed at spectators. 
There is a sense that, through mimickry, these street children are able to channel the 
pumbas’ strength and in doing so, gain the courage to face their violent reality. Lolo, a nine 
year-old street kid, explained to me in an interview that: “I love dancing kotazo because it 
makes me feel strong and like I can conquer anything. And it looks cool. I also am trying to 
get stronger and bigger because the leaders in my gang are really big. I’d like to be big too.” 
In imitating the intimidating masculinity and bodily strength of the pombas, bashegue are 
recognizing them as an ideal of masculinity worth emulating. 
We can better understand the pomba as a symbol of masculine power through the 
parallel drawn by De Boeck between bodybuilding and architecture, wherein he identifies the 
body as the only “building” that people can maintain. According to De Boeck (2004), 
corporal aesthetics are among the most meaningful activities in the urban space of Kinshasa, 
especially because of the decrepitude of the city, which has been ravaged by dictatorship and 
civil war. Indeed the pomba is not the only image of idealized masculinity recognized in 
Kinshasa, though others, like the soldier (referred to in slang as soda) and the boxer, are also 
seen as powerful because of their physical strength. Indeed, the valorization of physical 
strength is not something unique to urban life, since, in more traditional rural settings, 
l’homme fort is also considered a masculine ideal. Though bashegue are clearly imitating the 
idealized masculinity of figures like the pomba in dances like the kotazo, there are theories 
that question the inherent masculinity of those figures in the first place. There is a sense in 
which imitations of strongmen by marginal young people undermine the distinction between 
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performance and the original, by demonstrating that the original is already a performance in 
itself. In this way, the bashegue dances not only perpetuate but also perhaps call into question 
the masculine ideals that society valorizes. Further, in imitating the intimidating strength of 
the pombas, bashegue are reflecting a less rosy vision of one of society’s ideal visions of 
masculinity. While the romanticized ideal of the aggressive “strong man” is easily embraced, 
it is more difficult for society to accept this aggressive and violent ideal when it comes from 
bashegue, a group already feared for its large numbers and violent habits. The challenge that 
bashegue pose to these societal norms can be felt in the moral scrutiny of their dances, which 
are sometimes criticized as vulgar or obscene. 
Kotazo introduces sensoriality whereby street kids actually experience the sensation of 
becoming what they mimic. In discussing the mimetic faculty, Michael Taussig describes this 
phenomenon: 
 
The nature that culture uses to create second nature, the faculty to copy, imitate, 
make models, explore difference, yield into and become Other. The wonder of 
mimesis lies in the copy drawing on the character and power of the original, to 
the point whereby the representation may even assume that character and that 
power. 
 
  
Through physical and bodily acts of mimesis the distinction between the self and other 
becomes blurred. Kotazo dance is a temporal space in which young people are enabled to 
experience the “other” (in this case images of strongmen), allowing for identity 
experimentation and challenging prescribed social roles. 
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While Kotazo reflects young urban men’s fantasies of idealized masculine strength 
and power, the dance has also been appropriated by some danseuses. One such example is 
Latecia, whose adoption of the kotazo I relate in the following account: 
On the evening of a local band’s performance, the cheftaine, Latecia was preparing to 
showcase the new solo choreography she had been working on. I was curious to see Latecia’s 
new solo, so I positioned myself where I could get a good view. As the drums began 
hammering out the staccato rhythms, Latecia rushed to the front of the stage, performing her 
usual solo routine, until she jumped into the air and landed in the splits. Splayed out on the 
ground, Latecia began incorporating kotazo movements into her solo, throwing punches 
toward people in the confused audience, who did not know what to make of this seemingly 
masculine dance being performed by a woman. Audience members began hollering at the 
stage, shouting things like: “kotazo!” and “street kid!” 
 Contrary to the more typically feminine dance moves, Latecia chose to channel 
masculine energy by incorporating kotazo moves into her personally choreographed solo. And 
by embodying a typically masculine image of strength and power, Latecia had, in her own 
way, exhibited an assertion of personal strength. When I asked Latecia about her decision to 
reference kotazo in her solo, she explained how the typically male dance both gave her a sense 
of power as well as helped her to channel her own inner strength: 
 
I like to dance kotazo because it gives me power over the audience. It comes 
from a place deep within me, and maybe I will be criticized for this, because 
maybe some people will think it’s diabolical. When I dance kotazo, I become a 
pomba. 
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         For the danseuse, her solo is a moment for expression or “moment of freedom” as 
Johannes Fabian would put it (1998). And while a danseuse occupies a low position within 
society and within a band, it is through these moments that she ceases to be just a background 
dancer and becomes an artist and visible culture creator in her own right. 
 
Dancing the Paradox: The Marginal Position of the Danseuse 
 
Being marginal can mean you switch on and you switch off because you are 
either too conspicuous or invisible. Too invisible, that’s the point at which you 
emerge as color---walking color, at that (Taussig 2009: 29). 
  
I spent a lot of time with one 25-year-old danseuse who danced for King Kester’s 
band. We had many conversations about how she felt society, her, friends, and family treated 
her. 
  
 I don’t live in my mother’s parcelle because I get too much criticism at home. 
And my mother is always asking me for money, and when I don’t have any to 
give her, she becomes angry and tells me to quit dancing. I don’t have many 
friends either. I have one cousin I’m close with. People talk too much. I also 
don’t really go to church because I don’t like questions people ask me about my 
personal life. But I can go to a church where no one knows me. I hope one day 
get married, but I don’t think this will happen. I pray that it will. I can’t be a 
danseuse forever. People mostly look down on danseuses. They think we are 
nothing. But I’ve traveled, and people know my name. And I’m a really good 
performer. 
  
Kinshasa’s concert danseuses, so vital to the contemporary experience, are 
nonetheless marginalized figures in Kinshasa. Popular dance is central to fashioning urban 
youth identities, and many young women in Kinshasa strive to master movements exhibited 
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by danseuses. But even though many girls and women dream of performing on stage, 
danseuses continue to be treated as marginal members within both society and within their 
own bands. 
Because “good” women do not perform on stage in front of a male gaze for money, 
there is a public perception that only women with questionable morals become danseuses in 
popular bands. There is a sense in which a danseuse sacrifices her membership in the 
dominant culture to help create a popular culture that everyone is welcome to enjoy. Further, 
as she is considered by society at large to be an immoral woman, band members exploit her 
because she has no other economic opportunities, thus reflecting and reinforcing the gender 
imbalances within Kinshasa’s society. Karen Barber writes about the potential of popular 
culture to promote new selfhoods, and collectivities (1997). There is a sense in which the 
public stage could become a space where danseuses could assert themselves and challenge the 
stereotypes that depict them as mere sexual ornamentation for concerts. According to 
Bauman, performers are both admired and feared, “admired for their artistic skill and power 
[…] feared because of the potential they represent for subverting and transforming the status 
quo” (1977: 45). Indeed, concert dance offers women the potential to communicate their 
selfhoods through dance solos. These solos also enable the danseuses to become visible 
actors, which in itself upsets conventions of accepted female behavior within the public 
sphere. Danseuses embody a tension in that they reproduce constructions of femininity as 
espoused a dominant patriarchal model while at the same time contradicting those notions in 
their dance solos. Dance choreography lays bare gender dynamics and social norms, as well 
as social paradoxes within public discourse. 
  
 
281 
In openly expressing her sexuality on a public stage with the intention of capturing the 
male gaze, the danseuse, despite the fact that male choreographers are the creators of the 
choreographies, comments on colonial, “traditional,” and Pentecostal morals. There is a sense 
in which a danseuse sacrifices her membership in the dominant culture to help create a 
popular culture in which everyone is welcome to participate. In this way, she sacrifices her 
virtue in order to perform her dancing virtuosity. The interviews with former danseuses are 
potent reminders of this. On another level, because she is considered by society at large to be 
an immoral woman, band members exploit her because she has no other economic options, 
thus reflecting the gender imbalances within Kinshasa’s society. The danseuses reveals the 
difficulty for poor women in living up to the hegemonic ideal of feminine virtue. Women with 
more resources on the other hand, are in a better position to make choices. 
     In the same way that Taussig describes marginal people as “walking colors,” concert 
dancers manage to shine through the megalopolis that is Kinshasa despite their stigmatized 
status, reflecting gender relations, shaping them and sometimes challenging them. However, 
in the process of challenging norms, danseuses, like other groups stigmatized professional 
women, bear the burden of having moral suspicion directed at them. 
  
Bottom Power 
  
In Nigeria, using one’s sexuality for social mobility is referred to as “bottom power” 
(Hodgson & McCurdy 2001). While there may be an agentive force associated with the 
deployment of sexuality, there is nevertheless a backlash against it. “Bottom power” 
reinforces the idea that the economic sphere is inherently immoral, in that men will not be 
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able to control themselves when faced with an attractive woman, and that women will not be 
able to resist male advances as they are often accompanied by gifts. Thus, while transactional 
sex may temporarily become a source of power for women, it also increases suspicion among 
men, posing challenges to relationships, as well as affecting a woman’s overall position 
within the labour force. The interplay between “bottom power” and emic perceptions of 
uncontrollable male drives, as well as general economic hardship, has contributed to public 
discourse regarding gender roles. 
Danseuses operate outside of patriarchal control, in that they are free to use their 
“bottom power.” However, they remain under the control of their band. I take existing 
literature about transactional sex in Africa one step further and suggest that women are 
hindered by their own “bottom power,” in that their virtue is continuously called into 
question. As mentioned in an earlier chapter, choreographer Maître Mao of Werrason and 
Maître Taureau attempt to control danseuses’ sexuality by forbidding them from having 
boyfriends outside of the band or dance troupe.  
I set out to demonstrate that the danseuse’s agency comes not from her “bottom 
power,” but from her performance of hyper-femininity, or hyper-sexuality. Visibly 
performing their sexuality, danseuses are mirrors reflecting aspects of gender dynamics that 
might otherwise remain obscured in the dominant discourse. Because of this reflectivity, 
danseuses reveal certain realities with which many Kinois are profoundly uncomfortable with. 
Performances that seem to express “I’m too much woman to handle,” are articulated during 
solo sessions, and become a kind of revenge taken on the very men danseuses are performing 
to please. In this type of performance, the danseuse, who is a muse created by men to attract a 
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paying male audience, becomes a source of male anxiety. This anxiety is then re-directed at 
women, ultimately affecting the discourse concerning appropriate social roles for women. 
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Conclusion 
  
This dissertation has focused on the contemporary experiences of women working in 
several different social and professional domains in Kinshasa, and has attempted to give a 
voice to concert danseuses, who have been largely ignored in much of the literature pertaining 
to popular culture in Sub-Saharan Africa. I suggested that the danseuse is emblematic of some 
of the challenges that women in Kinshasa face more generally. Though she occupies the 
lowest position within a band’s hierarchy and within society at large, the danseuse is one of 
the most visible culture creators in the city. Like the colonial ndumba, the danseuse is 
celebrated for the ambiance she brings to popular dance music, admired for her skill, 
virtuosity, and trendy stage costumes. Yet she is morally stigmatized for her inappropriate 
displays of visibility. I have illustrated the moments within the concert dance, or solo sections, 
that provide the danseuse an ephemeral opportunity to express the ineffable. The danseuse, 
caught in the same double bind as most women, transcends this bind with her unbridled public 
displays of sensuous dancing, publicly going against normative ideals of virtue. Her 
expressions resonate as she continues to be a visible reminder of the sometimes ambiguous 
position of African women in the workplace.  
I attempted to show that with an increase in female visibility within a public 
workforce historically dominated by men, new tensions have emerged between the sexes. 
These tensions have less to do with women challenging male authority, or a “traditional” 
conception of leadership, and more to do with how women are perceived of as being 
subjected to the public space, where nepotism and débrouillardisme reign. Consequently, 
most women working in visible jobs remain single or unmarried, either by personal choice or 
due to difficulties in finding a partner in whom they can trust. Further, because of economic 
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constraints, marriage remains inaccessible to many young Kinois men, which ultimately 
impacts romantic relationships for both genders. 
Generally speaking, men are skeptical of women’s virtue, largely because it is widely 
believed that most Kinois are confronted with harsh economic realities which force them to 
improvise in order to survive. The texts in Trefon’s Reinventing Order in Congo (2004) 
highlight some of the creative ways in which Kinois practice débrouillardisme. While it is 
true that the majority of people in Kinshasa must be strategic in terms of looking for new 
opportunities for gain or for survival, it is problematic to assume that people, especially 
women, are merely opportunistic, rent-seeking actors. However, many Kinois men suspect 
women of continuously looking for opportunities to meet potential suitors who will assist 
them financially. In Kinshasa, social networks represent opportunity, and contacts are 
therefore considered to be valuable resources. It is within this context that visibility becomes 
problematic for women, as it is assumed that greater visibility brings with it an increase in 
potential contacts. Nepotism manifests itself differently when women are involved, and 
personal favours often become sexual in nature. Many women secure work in the city through 
male lovers who either have direct connections to employment or know people who do. Once 
a woman obtains a job, for instance as a journalist, her virtue is questioned, and she is 
consequently distrusted by potential suitors because of the perception that she will receive 
advances from men. While women may initially rely on nepotism to obtain work, it can later 
become a barrier, especially if a woman cannot find the right kind of encadrement. 
The ethos of débrouillardisme in the city contributes to the ways in which sources of 
employment are obtained and kept. It is understandable that a husband would be reluctant to 
let his wife work in a field where he cannot supervise and protect her from other men’s 
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advances. Thus, many women working in the public sphere, such as police officers, are 
married to men in similar positions. Further, among some of the women from wealthy 
families I spent time with, it was out of the question that they would pursue occupations in 
fields that would require them to work closely with male employees. Just as men do not trust 
other men with their wives or girlfriends, women are not trusted working in close proximity 
with men because it is assumed that they will presented with the possibility of monetary gain. 
Thus, a profound cynicism has impacted relationships and attitudes towards love, which is a 
stark contrast to popular songs centered on idealized visions of love. 
The men with whom I spoke about my research—intellectuals and informal sector 
workers, such as my apartment building’s sentinel—often responded to my observations 
concerning encadrement. I would often hear, “Oui, mais, ça c’est la crise économique!” 
Further, several of my male informants wanted to make it clear to me that, in Africa, “C’est 
l’homme qui dirige,” reminding me that “African values are different than where you are 
from.” There was a resounding anxiety that, through an introduction of Western gender 
norms, “Western” problems might arise, ones in which “men do not know how to be men.” 
To be sure, these were important conversations, and I agreed that gender dynamics in the 
West are also continuously being redefined, engendering their own share of confusion. There 
has been a renewed interest in topics focusing on gender within the discipline of 
anthropology, and women’s evolving position within different labour forces is a wide-
reaching theme, apparent across-cultures.  
This research is limited to women’s experiences living and working in the city, and I 
have featured only several interviews with men. To be sure, in analyzing gender dynamics, a 
male perspective is equally important, especially in attempting to gain a deeper understanding 
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of the ways in which masculinity has been affected by new forms of labour now open to 
women. I would have liked to conduct more in-depth interviews with men with regards to 
their gift-giving practices, specifically, researching how much of their incomes are allocated 
to expenses related to their romantic partners. Further, a large scale, systematic analysis to 
show how women’s relationship to work has changed in Kinshasa would be a future 
productive area of research. New insights can be gained through a combination of 
ethnographic findings, such as those found within this dissertation, and a large sample of 
women in the work sphere. 
In this dissertation, my intention has not been to compare Western notions of gender 
equality, but rather to illustrate how men’s inability to live up to what is expected of them (in 
terms of supporting a family) has negatively affected women’s work. The young journalists 
and danseuses I spoke to, as well as my university student friends expressed the desire to both 
marry and maintain a job. However, most felt that they would have to give up their work in 
order to assuage potential jealousy from their partners—something that would only be 
possible if their partner had enough money to support them as they stayed at home. When 
discussing the need to “protect” or encadre women in the workplace, or the distrust directed 
at women working in visible jobs, many of the men and women I spoke with attributed these 
cynical attitudes to the economic climate. In other words, the main reason for some of the 
underlying challenges affecting women’s work center on a struggling economy and a failed 
state. 
Also emerging from uncertain economic conditions is the practice of transactional sex. 
Existing literature focusing on transactional sex in Africa does not take into account how the 
very agency or “bottom power” exercised by women can affect trust bonds between men and 
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women. In describing women’s relationships with men, I have attempted to offer a new 
perspective concerning transactional sex as it relates to feminine virtue in a mega-city. By 
maintaining multiple lovers, women are further reinforcing images of women as cunning 
temptresses who seduce men for money. These images circulate in popular culture—in 
mediums like television melodrama, popular painting—and in Pentecostal discourse. The 
image of Mami Wata perhaps speaks most directly to certain negative perceptions of 
femininity. When a woman becomes financially successful, independent from her kinship 
structures, she is often suspected of using her sexuality to obtain opportunities. Likewise, 
when a man becomes wealthy, he is sometimes suspected of dabbling in occult forces, like 
fétishes, to achieve his success. While transactional sex certainly provides women with a 
means of surviving in the city, the relationship between love and money, while conceived of 
differently than in the West, nevertheless creates profound anxiety about feminine virtue. 
Virtue, a nebulous concept difficult to define, proved to be a challenging topic 
methodologically. In other words, because honour and virtue are such value-laden notions, 
ethnographic work becomes complex, especially since they are sensitive issues for many 
people.   
As I have examined, contemporary local constructions of the dichotomous relationship 
between “virtuous” and “non-virtuous” are connected to early images of the femme libre from 
colonial Léopoldville. The legacy of colonial naming policies impacted the perception that 
single women are predisposed to temping men. The femme libre became conflated with the 
ndumba, and was celebrated for contributing to ambiance, but also blamed for many of 
society’s ills. Newly arrived women to the city were criticized for being either too “rural,” in 
that they were uncivilized and naive, or too “urban/modern” and hedonistic. These attitudes 
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reveal an early double bind wherein women were criticized for their behaviour, regardless of 
their approach to living in the city. To reiterate, my intention has not been to debate the virtue 
of different women, but rather to understand why their virtue was initially being called into 
question. 
Images of virtuous women are largely predicated on the ideal of a wife and mother 
who stays home to take care of her family—an image that has been further ingrained by the 
post-colonial policies under former President Mobutu. However, as I have examined, staying 
at home is considered a luxury, as the majority of Kinois women must earn a living. In 
addition, the Pentecostal discourse, which has become dominant in the city, reinforces the 
need for women to remain “serious” or virtuous. In my interviews with church pastors, I 
posed questions about what it meant to be virtuous in Kinshasa. The answers always involved 
women respecting their family duties, participating in Church life, and getting married. When 
I asked about the women who found it difficult to find the right man to marry, pastors often 
quipped “It’s because they are blocked. Because they are not praying.” Again, in these cases, 
the onus is placed on women. 
Notions of femininity and virtue are deeply ambiguous. For instance, I observed that 
dancing is an important feature of femininity, so much so that most mothers make special 
efforts to ensure their daughters are proficient dancers. However, because dancing is a 
sensuous activity, which can attract male gaze, it becomes important for women to constantly 
manage what kind of dancing they do, paying special attention to context in which dancing 
takes place. Furthermore, many young women receive conflicting messages in terms of what 
is expected of them. On the one hand, the dominant discourse, largely shaped by 
Pentecostalism, dictates that one should remain chaste until marriage, and that the only 
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acceptable marriage is one recognized by the Church. On the other hand, many young women 
are implicitly taught to fend for themselves, which usually entails finding a boyfriend who can 
help support them. This is true across socio-economic classes. 
Potential avenues for research not covered in this dissertation or in other existing 
literature could include greater attention to notions of feminine virtue, and to how young 
women are raised to uphold normative ideas of femininity. In other words, ways in which 
Kinois themselves envision gender roles which would productively serve the needs of both 
men and women. There is an emerging body of literature focusing on Pentecostalism and all 
its permutations in DRC, but more attention could be devoted to how gender dynamics and 
views of femininity are impacted by new Christian discourses. For instance, I made mention 
of emerging forms of female visibility emerging through new social media outlets such as 
Facebook. Many young women in Kinshasa are now online, posting images of themselves in 
hope of broadening their social networks. Both men and women are being cautioned, namely 
by Pentecostal groups, against danger of online fraud, and new discourse is being formed 
about the morality of new technology, as well as women’s engagement with it.  
I have argued that impression management is a manifestation of another double bind 
that women must contend with. There is no real way to prove oneself virtuous in the eyes of 
the other. In other words, while it is required of women to act virtuous in public (through 
deploying certain signs and symbols) they are often criticized by both men and women for 
being disingenuous and even hypocritical. However, from a woman’s perspective, the very 
process of acting virtuous can be a means of actually feeling virtuous. Of course, we must not 
reduce everything to systemic factors of economic instability, however, when there is little 
room for women to “prove” themselves virtuous, apart from managing their impressions, and 
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when hegemonic discourse contradicts the realities lived by most women, women cannot live 
up to what is demanded of them. 
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Appendix  
 
 
Preliminary Semi-Structured Interview Questions - Dancers 
 
1. Please provide your name, name of performance group, and the length of time you 
have been dancing for this particular group.   
 
2. How long have you been dancing? 
 
3. How did you get involved with your group? 
 
4. Are you able to support yourself with what you earn from performing? 
 
5. Who creates the choreography for each performance? Do you contribute to the 
creative process? 
 
6. Where does the inspiration come in terms of creating choreography? 
 
7. Are you conscious of what kind of movements the audience wished to see during a 
performance? 
 
8. To what extent do traditional movements and dance factor into contemporary shows? 
 
9. Do you consider yourself a traditional dancer or contemporary dancer, and why? 
 
10. Is there any kind of social stigma attached to being a dancer? And if so, how do you 
deal with it? 
 
11. What are your plans for the future? Do you plan to keep dancing professionally?  
 
12. Are you hopeful that you will be chosen to perform with your band abroad (to 
Europe)? 
 
13. Will going to Europe advance your career? What do you imagine will change when 
you come back? 
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Preliminary Semi-Structured Interview Questions – Band Leaders & Choreographers 
 
1. Please provide your name, name of performance group, and the length of time you have 
been involved with this group? 
 
 2. Are you responsible for choosing the dancers? 
 
 3. Where are dancers scouted? For instance, at fine arts centres, or the streets? 
 
 4. What kind of qualities do you/the band look for in a dancer?   
 
 5. What is the dancer’s role? What is expected from her? 
 
     6. What do you think an audience wants to see in a dance routine? 
 
 7. Does the band provide creative input in the creation of choreography? 
 
 8. Do you think that traditional dance is highlighted in the dancer’s choreography? 
 
 9. How are female dancers’ perceived by society at large? 
 
    10. Who is in charge of conceptualizing music video clips? 
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Glossary of Lingala Words 
 
 
Atalaku: A band’s hype creator, or animator. 
Kotazo: A dance style 
Lupemba: Personal successs. 
Mundele: A white person. 
Mutuashi: A traditional Luba dance. 
Ndombolo: Genre of dance also encompassing the genre of music. 
Ndumba: A woman of ‘loose’ morals.  
Pagnes: Patterned material with which women use to make clothing from, often wraped 
around their hips like a sarong. 
 
Poto: Foreign country, generally used to describe the West 
Pumba: A weight lifter, or ‘strong-man’. 
Seben: The fast-paced section of a song. 
Shegue/bashegue: Street kid/plural 
Tombola: Second hand clothing market. 
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